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One 


Author's Notes: 
This has been eating my brain for months. |\ve been working on it on and off since May or June, and the musi 


have been silent for a while. They just started talking again, so | decided to celebrate by starting to post it. 


FYI, Leppard don\'t show up for quite a while. 


"Axy, get me Captain Torres. Should be somewhere in the asteroid belt" 


The little computer next to him buzzed - Jon was convinced it was its attempt at saying "Right away, boss". 
He had a feeling these things were smarter than anyone gave them credit for, computer or not. If they could 
recognize voices and words, why couldn't they mimic them? The wall he was facing blinked before lighting up 
with lines of code as Axy (something as smart and familiar as his communication computer deserved a name, 
and it was the best he could get from ACCS - Automated Computer Contact System, so it had stuck) worked 
to locate the Captain 


"Captain Torres?" David, Jon's new assistant - apprentice, whatever - walked in with a couple disks of 


important but probably mundane information, dropping them in a box on the desk. Jon grinned. 
"I swear to God, you have a sixth sense for this." 


David blushed. He had a bit of a crush on the weapons shipper - Jon's most important charge - and didn't hide 
it particularly well. He did when the Captain was online with them, of course, but the rest of the time he acted 
like a blushing schoolgirl. Something about the Captain's demeanor appealed to the kid. Jon shook his head - not 
a kid, David was older than he was. Childish, certainly, and very naive, but he really had to stop thinking of him 
as "kid". 


"Time for his yearly evaluation soon. Gotta pick a week that's good for both of us." 


David nodded and sat on the desk without waiting for an invitation Early on, Jon had kicked him out when he 
had official business, but had received a stern lecture when one of his higher-ups found out. David, after all, 
was supposed to be learning the job - everything about the job - so he could take over when Jon (almost 
certainly) would receive a promotion next month. This was his fifth apprentice in as many months - people 
believed Interplanetary Secretary of Transportation was a simple job. Keep an eye on a couple official ships, 


order new shuttles when one exploded or malfunctioned, take long vacations and travel a lot. 

It wasn't anywhere near that simple, and Jon took a perverse pleasure in scaring away the hopefuls who 
weren't even close to being cut out for this job. David wouldn't last, either - he was different than the rest, 
but not different enough. 

"You rang, boss?" 

"| did. Hello, Captain." 

Tico Torres' face and ship filled the wall-sized screen. He nodded. "What's up?" 

"You right on schedule?" 

"As always. I'll be at the Epsilon Base by early morning, your time. Just checking in?" 

‘Its that time again" 

Tico groaned. "Wonderful. I'll be back at the moon in about a week for a pickup, you can catch me there or 
come meet me out here. Whatever's best for you, my schedule's pretty free so you won't be too much of a 
burden" 

"Always so welcoming. You're leaving Epsilon tomorrow afternoon?" Tico nodded. "Wednesday afternoon, then. 


That's about 48 hours from now, I'll get in touch with you to get your coordinates when we've launched. Sound 


good?" 


Tico nodded and hung up without another word. Axy hummed indignantly - she was big on courtesy (Captain 
Torres was her least favorite of Jon's charges for just that reason). Jon chewed his lip for a second and 


turned to David. 
"You ready to do your first evaluation, ki - Dave?" 
David practically squeaked. "Really?" 


Jon shrugged. "I don't have any more coming up any time soon, and you've gotta learn some time if you're 


gonna do this job." 


This would be his big test. Evaluations were a royal pain in the ass - travel out to God knows where, spend a 
week on board a ship where you most certainly weren't wanted and make sure everything was in line with the 
million or so rules and regulations government ships and captains had to comply with. He'd never failed anyone, 
frankly, he didn't give a shit if several of the more ridiculous rules were ignored. If any of his captains 


followed every rule all of the time, nothing would get done on time. 

Ah, bureaucracy. 

"This is so cool!" 

Jon bit back a snort. David sure as Hell didn't act like he was in his mid-40s. Certainly not older than Jon 


The apprentice hurried out of the room, practically bouncing with excitement. Jon envied him a bit - he'd been 
like that, at the beginning. Working with spaceships had always been his dream, being in charge of spaceships 
was his dream come true a thousandfold. At first, at least. The job was, in reality, 85% paperwork and 


mundane governmental bullshit, and it quickly drained his excitement. 


David would be the same way soon enough. /f he lasted. 


The dawning of the second half of the 2lst century had found Earth in a state of extreme unrest. What was 
then known as the United States was getting - as Jon's grandfather had put it - too big for its britches, while 
the rest of the world was quickly learning that, as a whole, they were bigger and stronger. They stood by and 
watched the US take out desperate, warring countries one by one without a word, but those soon ran out. 
When attention turned to the richer, more peaceful countries, the rest of the world had something to say. 


In the summer of 2010, United States troops marched into the landmass to the north, then known as Canada. 
How much control did they really have if they didn't even run the whole continent? Not enough. But they could 
change that, and so they marched. 


The rest of the world was waiting for just such a step. 


Countries from all over the world had troops and weapons waiting, enough firepower aimed at the US to turn 
it into nothing more than a channel between the two oceans flanking it. When the troops marched, fingers went 
to buttons and all Hell broke loose. Technology had advanced to the point by then that weapons were 
unbelievably accurate - a few craters spilled over the Mexican and Canadian borders, but that was the extent 


of the damage to other countries. 


The only surviving US citizens were the troops stationed in Canada and overseas. Troops, and a group of men 
and women in a remote bunker on a remote island in the Pacific Ocean. The troops retreated to rebuild and 


repopulate; the men and women in the bunker bided their time. 


Between 2050 and 2010, the US, unbeknownst to the rest of the world, had established several colonies in 
space. It was easy to keep a secret - they set up living situations on Pluto and the moons of Jupiter and 
Saturn, well out of the reach of other countries' technology. The moon bases were military operations, in 
heavy communication with the scientists in the Pacific bunker. Pluto was simply a civilization, their mission to 
create a world the US could sent citizens to if the need should arise to leave Earth behind. Their 
communication was minimal and irregular - the scientists could contact them in the case of an emergency, but 


that was about it. Captain Torres was from the Plutonian colony. 


At the first sign of the attack from the rest of the world, the scientists sent word to the military bases on 
the faraway moons. Starting a week later, all Hell broke loose on Earth as bombs were rained down from 
above. From the spaceships, anything became a weapon - when the actual bombs gave out, people started 


throwing shoes, rocks, anything. Very few of those withstood the heat of reentry enough to do any damage, 
but it did entertain the troops. 


The war didn't rage on for long - no one could compete with an army from outside the atmosphere. Three 


weeks after the bombing started, it ended, and the United States emerged victorious. 


It wasn't long before their formidable army set its sights on the rest of the solar system. The Milky Way 
Union was formed, and any inhabitants of planets within the solar system that didn't join willingly were taken 
over by force. The United States - who simply became known as Earth, the concept of countries done away 
with in favor of the larger global picture - took charge of establishing a new interplanetary government 


system, 


The 22nd century opened on a solar system at war. Earth was colonizing as many planets as it could - Venus 

was left alone, due in large part to their willingness to join the Union without the merest resistance, and a few 
planets were uninhabitable (three colonies had to fail for a planet to be ruled offically uninhabitable) and used 

for storage, but anywhere Earth could go, they did without hesitation 


No one knows quite how peace settled Little by little, the Union became a true union, rather than Earth's way 
of controlling whatever it could. Headquarters were moved to Mars, offices were given to individuals from any 
planet. Venus and Neptune had been the only planets with inhabitants before the interplanetary war, and they 


were given high-level positions with increasingly less discrimination. The current Interplanetary Vice President 
was a Neptunian male; the Secretary of Agriculture who worked in the office next to Jon was a Venusian 
woman with more breasts than he had bothered to count (and an affinity for short skirts. Jon liked her 
significantly better than the guy before her). 


Jon was in charge of anything to do with getting from one planet to another. Planets had their own 
departments of transportation to take care of intraplanetary travel, and he had several people (and Venusians, 
and Neptunians) working under him to deal with the little things - cruise ships, public transportation, that sort 
of thing. He dealt with weapons shippers, official government transports, the big and important stuff. And he 
was damned good at it, too. He had been nominated to take over for the Vice President when he resigned next 
month (if the President left office, the VP took over, but a new VP had to be chosen from a pool of nominated 
Secretaries - the organizers of this new government had worried a chain of command that was too concrete 


would be easier to exploit). 


And then, theoretically, David would take over. He had been in charge of cruise ships for the past couple 
years, and was an excellent employee. Quiet, efficient, responsible, and not one to complain. In the five or six 
years Jon had known him, he'd only seen him frown once, and that was when his father died. Jon chose his 
apprentices based on personality first; the captains he dealt with were a bunch of government-hating self- 
styled hardasses, and the wrong person would butt heads too much to do any good. David got along with 
everyone, he could handle the dicks fine. Jon just had to make sure he could handle the responsibilities. 


‘Ive never been this far from Earth before. Holy shit, look at that!" 

Jon didn't look at whatever it was; he'd seen it all a million times. He did have to smile at David's enthusiasm, 
but he had a feeling it'd get tiresome before too long. They had at least two more hours before they met up 
with Tico - maybe he'd wear himself out and take a nap. 


"Hey, that ship's stranded" 


This time Jon looked. David was right, a ship was floating along a good distance away, blinking out a distress 


signal. 

"We should pull over." 

"We don't have time." 

"Radio the Captain and tell him we'll be late. You can't just leave the guy out there. Or girl, or whoever." 


Jon sighed. They were making excellent time, and despite the jokes about government officials, he did still have 
a soul. He pushed a couple buttons and the little ship veered right. 


Halfway to the stranded vehicle, the engine started to wheeze. 


"Motherfuck." Jon smacked the control panel. "Piece of shit. You'd think the goddamned Union could afford a 
decent fucking ship." 


Luckily, they made it just to the other ship before the engine gave out. David shrugged, usual smile stil 
plastered on his face. "Hey, two distress signals are better than one." 


"Thank you, Mr. Half Full. A working engine is better than either. I've gotta radio Tico, you go talk to the other 
guy. Maybe we'll get lucky and he'll be a mechanic. A stranded mechanic who can't fix his own ship, but itd be 


something" 


David nodded, and a few minutes later was suited up and standing on a runway between the two ships, the 
metal strip's gravity field keeping him from flying into space. 


"Hey, friend. Thanks for stopping.” 

"You won't be thanking us for long, our engine's crapped out." 
"What happened?" 

"It just died" 


"No, | mean - how did it die? What noises was it making, how long did it last after it started to have problems, 
specifics like that." 


"Uh. It wheezed for a minute or two, went back to normal for about five, started wheezing again, burped a few 
times, and gave out right as we got next to you. We might just have a rude old man stuck in between some 


gears." 
The other man laughed. "I think know what's wrong. | can probably fix it - | need parts, but if | can catch a 
ride with you guys | can take this heap apart to get ‘em. My navigation's busted, but | can get working parts 


from my engine." 


Jon climbed out of the ship and walked up to stand next to David. The stranger extended his hand. "Sorry, | 
didn't introduce myself. Richie Sambora" 


David shook his hand. "David Bryan, and this is Jon Bon Jovi. Jon, Richie says he can fix our ship if we'll give 


him a ride so he can dismantle his for parts." 
"Where you headed?" 


Richie shrugged. "Nowhere. Anywhere. Wherever you're going." 


"We're meeting up with another ship, I'll have to call and check with the captain. How long'll this take?" 
“Two hours if our engines are as similar as | think, three if they aren't." 


Jon nodded and headed back for the ship. Twenty minutes later, he had Tico's blessing and Richie went right to 


work. 


Richie Sambora had been a mechanic on Neptune for ten years when the routine got to him and he set out on 
his own. He bought a state-of-the-art ship and a huge trailer, stocked the trailer with practically every part 
and tool imaginable, and set out on his own. For five years he'd traveled the Milky Way, seeing the sights and 
helping ships that broke down miles from the nearest repair station His family had been incredibly wealthy 
Earth businessmen, and as the last surviving member he'd inherited an unspeakable fortune. He fixed the ships 
for whatever the pilots could pay, sometimes for nothing more than a handshake or a few nuts and bolts. The 
previous Secretary of Transportation had tried to hire him as an official MWU mechanic, but Richie's nomadic 


nature wouldn't allow him to take a regular job. 


"If you had so many parts in your trailer, how come you couldn't fix your ship?" David asked. Jon was up 
front, trying his damndest to make up for lost time, thankful that Richie's stories held more interest for the 
apprentice than sightseeing, and the two were sequestered in the bunks rather than up front bothering Jon. 


"On my way to Earth to restock, actually. The trailer's pretty much empty, wasn't even worth bringing. | just 
fixed the navigation on a ship like mine a day or two ago, an engine on a later model of this piece of junk last 


week." 


"We'll be meeting Captain Torres in ten minutes or so, get ready for boarding," Jon's voice crackled over the 


intercom. 


Tico nodded curtly at each of the men, not bothering to fake a smile. Evaluation time was bad enough when it 


was one guy on his ship for a week, scrutinizing his every move. 


And now there were three. And the big one kept bouncing. Where the Hell did Jon find a six foot something two 
year old? 


"Holy shit, look at the size of this control panel" David sank into Tico's chair and started studying buttons and 
readouts, drawing his lower lip into his mouth. Jon rolled his eyes and took a seat in the back, Richie following 


his lead and sitting across the aisle. Tico cleared his throat and walked over next to his chair. 


"Unless you're a pilot, kid, you might wanna move so | can fly this thing." 


David flushed and stood up, stammering an apology and scrambling for the last open seat. Tico raised an 


eyebrow at him and took his seat. This was the kid who was gonna be in charge? 
Maybe it was time to find another job. 


As Tico settled into his rhythm and the ship found its course, David's excitement returned and he began 
pointing out interesting things out the windows. Jon cringed a bit every time his voice got a bit too high and he 
bounced; Tico had a bad temper, and David tended to get overly sensitive when yelled at. A week with David 


being moody and Tico snapping at everyone was most definitely not something he was looking forward to. 


Tico didn't seem to mind, surprisingly enough. In fact, he started pointing things out to David, and explaining 
what David found intriguing. That particular group of bright stars weren't actually stars, they were drug 
traffickers with a particularly clever cloaking device, that chunk of rock off to the right is home to one of the 
most decorated war veterans ever. He's probably dead - been a recluse since the end of the Earth's war to 
colonize the galaxy, so no one really knows for sure. He has (or had) a history of shooting at approaching 
vessels with weapons he wasn't technically supposed to still own, and no one wanted to risk it to check if the 


old loon was still breathing. 


Jon breathed a little sigh of relief when he realized Tico wasn't planning on disemboweling his apprentice for 
asking too many stupid questions, and settled into his chair for a nap. They were flying a fairly uneventful 
chunk of space, and there wasn't a lot of opportunity for Tico to break the rules even if he wanted to. He 
could kill them all, but then Jon wouldn't be able to fill out his evaluation anyway, so it was no big deal. 


He was happily dreaming of one of the women from the far side of Neptune - the race with forked tongues 
(that they knew how to use extremely well) - when one of them started talking in Captain Torres’ voice. And 
calling him boss. Well, that killed the mood. 


His eyes snapped open; Tico was turned in his chair, trying to wake him up. David was standing at the cabin 


door, once again bouncing. Richie was sound asleep across the aisle - Jon envied him. 
"Boss, you mind flying for a bit? Gonna show David around the ship." 


Jon shook his head and took Tico's seat. This was the best part of evaluating his pilots - flying their ships. 
David might come back from the tour headless or without vocal chords, but at least Jon got some time to fly. 


“There's a kitchen through there. Mostly for show, everything's freeze-dried and in storage. Computer in 
there's got the inventory, just tell it what you want and wait a minute or two. Food sucks if you're not used 


to it, but it's better than nothing." 


David peeked in and his eyes went wide. It looked just like a kitchen from any home on Earth - white cabinets, 


black marble countertops, gleaming faucets and knobs. There was a real refrigerator ("It's only real looking. 
Open it, that's the computer.") and oven ("That's where the food you order comes out"), a dishwasher ("Backup 
power source."), and a small table with a couple chairs (That's, uh, for eating on") in the middle of the room. 


It was small, and had very obviously never been really used, but it was a real fucking kitchen. Awesome. 


"Holo room's through there," Tico said, opening another door. This room looked empty, save for a small control 


panel in the middle of the floor. 
"Looks exciting.” 


Tico laughed. "Holograms. Got a couple hundred scenarios programmed into this baby - games, scenery if | feel 
like | wanna relax, even got my old house in here if | get homesick. Couple training programs, too - hand-to- 


hand combat, evasive flying, shit to keep me sharp. I'll show you how it works sometime. 


"Down that hall is all storage. The hall next to me - I'm not hallucinating, it's there but you don't have 
clearance to see it - leads to where | store shipments. Sensitive shit, gotta jump through hoops like a fucking 
poodle at the circus to do this job." 


"Why do you do this job?" 


"Only legal way for me to keep up on the latest in weapons technology. You gotta be a fucking career military 
man to get less than a year behind - that or a shipper. Most shippers are dumb fucks, too stupid to really 
know what they got. Me, | know exactly what the government is capable of throwing at me, should they ever 
feel the need." 


"Why would they?" 


Tico sighed and led them down the hall to the next room. This one looked just like any sitting room or parlor on 
Earth - plushy chairs, thick carpet, even a fireplace with holographic fire. The fireplace hid the ship's climate 
control system - on the right day, you could sit in front of it and feel it giving off cool air. Tico offered David 
a cigar, which he declined, lit one himself, and settled into one of the chairs. David sat on the couch, nearly 


moaning as he sank into the thick cushions. Nice. 
"You know about Charon?" 
"Pluto's moon? |, uh, know of it." 


"The colony NASA - the old space program, but I'm sure you knew that - sent to Pluto back before the big 
wars was just meant to serve as a placeholder in case of a big-ass emergency on Earth. But there were this 
group that thought they were meant to form a new society, some kind of utopian shit or whatever. The 
realists, the ones who knew what was really going on, fought like Hell with them, so those in favor of trying to 
start society from scratch left for the moon 


"My grandmother was one of the ones who wanted to start over - she was always a little..floaty, | was told. 
Hippie, | think she would have been called in a different century. Picked for the Pluto project for her looks, 
mainly. She was smart, but didn't really act it. My grandfather wasn't picked for the colony, his father was for 
his fighting skills and refused to leave any of his family behind. Worked out fine, my grandfather could kick 
more ass than my great-grandfather by far. Anyway, Granddad was one of the realists, but he was already in 
love with my grandmother, and he would have followed her any-fucking-where. So they went to Charon with a 
fairly big group of others to start their own colony, supposedly free of the bad shit from Earth society.” 


"And what does that have to do with the government attacking you?" 


Tico chuckled. "I'm getting to that. The Utopia thing didn't work so well. | mean - it worked, at first. It was 
mostly young people who went up there, my grandparents were the oldest in their late twenties, and they had 
a pretty easy time working out a way to live. Problem was, Pluto couldn't be farmed. Neither could the moon. 


So both colonies were totally dependent on food shipments from Earth. 


"NASA still didn't know about the moon - they knew it was there, but they sure as Hell didn't know about the 
new colony. So their shipments went right to Pluto, and the realists there were bitter. Utopia was working, 
their society wasn't doing so well. So they didn't pass the food on 


"My granddad took a group and went to get some food by force, but most of the real fighters had stayed on 
Pluto, and they had no chance. He and a few others got back to Charon barely alive, with no fucking food. And 
on top of that, an army from Pluto came after them. The moon had dealt the first blow, so they claimed their 
carnage was justified. Killed most of the colony - got my grandfather, but my grandmother was pregnant with 
my mother by then and they weren't quite bitter enough to kill a pregnant woman in cold blood. Especially 
after killing her husband right in front of her goddamned eyes. Small mercies, eh? 


‘It ruined her, totally ruined her. She blamed herself for Granddad's death - she was the one he followed to 
the moon, after all. She turned into a warlord, gathered the survivors - mostly women - and turned them into 
an army God himself would be afraid of. Went to Pluto and got their revenge almost exactly a year after the 
attack. By then, NASA knew what was going on, and figured they'd starve the moon colony. No such luck - the 
women started hijacking the shipments of food meant for Pluto. NASA didn't want their ‘good’ colony to starve, 
so they gave in and started shipping food to both. 


"Reluctantly, though. Artificial soil, the shit they have on Mars to make it so much like Earth? That was 
invented for Charon, so they could send that instead of food and make them farm for themselves. And then 


they cut them off entirely - no food, no communication, nothing.” 
"I still don't get why anyone would attack you, though. You work for them. Us." 


"I ship weapons. For all they know, at the first sign of an uprising from those Charonite 'barbanans," Tico 
practically spat the last word, David seeing a very clear hint of barbarian in the anger clouding his face, "I'l 
take off with whatever artillery | have and join up with them. So if anything goes wrong on Charon, it's better 


to take me - and any other ‘barbarians’ with sensitive material or information - out. | may work for them - 


you - but in the name of ‘better safe than sorry’, there's an assumption my loyalty lies with my heritage." 
"Does it?" 


Tico frowned for a second, stubbing out his cigar. "I'm loyal to myself and my ship. I'd rather save my own ass 
than anyone else's. Come on, we haven't finished the tour." 


A rectangle of light appeared in the wall, Jon's silhouette cutting a patch of black as he walked in the room. 
The door hummed and slid shut, leaving David in complete darkness while his eyes tried to readjust. Tico's ship 
had three bedrooms, one with two beds and two with one bed each. Richie's room was connected to theirs 


through the bathroom on Jon's side, the bathroom on David's side led to the captain's quarters. 


David could hear Jon shifting around and sliding into the bed next to his. Tico was out flying the ship - trading 
shifts like that on an evaluation was a big no-no. Jon was supposed to be watching Tico in as close to a typical 
work week as he could, but he never did. With all his charges, he picked weeks that were uncharacteristically 
slow so he wouldn't interfere with much business. And he flew as much as possible. He had started out as a 
pilot for a cargo ship, and had a big soft spot in his heart for maneuvering the big, bulky vessels. Aside from 
a few who were more possessive of their ships than their spouses, the pilots were glad for the breaks he 


offered. 


"We're gonna start teaching you how to fly her tomorrow, David" Jon's whisper cut through the air, just a 
shade louder than the hum of computers and machinery hard at work 


"Are you?" 


There was a rustling noise, David assumed Jon was nodding. "You gotta know how to fly as many different 
ships as you can. | know you can handle cruise ships - this won't be harder, but she's hard in different ways. 
Smaller, but heavier. Me and Tico and maybe Richie'll show you how. You'll be a pro by the end of the week" 


Another no-no. The MWU provided its transportation officials with training ships and space. Not only because 
they were safer to learn in, but because teaching an apprentice to fly your ship was definitely not part of a 


typical week. 


David wondered - not for the first time - how Jon was going to handle a job like Vice President, where the 
littlest offense could cost him not just his job, but his reputation 


Two 


The steering controls vibrated slightly in David's hands as he maneuvered around a chunk of ice, careful to 


stay on the far side to avoid the gravitational pull of Jupiter below them. 
"Nice. You're doing good, kid." 


David beamed and turned to say something to Tico, snapping his mouth shut when the Captain smacked him in 


the back of the head. 
"Pay attention," he snapped. "Don't ever take your eyes away from your flying.” 


David turned his gaze back to the window in front of him and nearly screamed. A giant rock was hurtling 
towards them, headed straight for the nose of the ship. He yanked the steering controls to the left, but the 
ship was heavier than he was used to and barely reacted. Before he could give it another yank, the force of 
the rock colliding with Tico's ship sent him flying back against the wall, trembling. 


Tico sighed and punched a few buttons on the control panel, and the crash site around them faded back into 
the plain grey walls of the holo room. 


"Goddamn good thing | didn't let the boss convince me to start you off with the real ship," Tico said, holding his 
hand out to let David up. David started to stammer out an apology. "Nah, you gotta learn somehow." Tico led 
him out of the room and down the hall to the kitchen, showing him how to program his food selection into the 


computer. 

Technically he was supposed to relieve Jon as soon as the lesson was over. The boss had been doing an awful 
lot of flying, and while Tico knew he enjoyed it he also knew it was a pain in the ass to do all the goddamn time, 
especially when there was someone there to share the job. 

But oh well, he could wait for a little while longer so Tico could eat with the excitable kid. 


‘Ive only ever flown cruise ships. Well, those and personal ships. But - " 


Tico waved away the explanation and got their food out of the oven; David decided he couldn't eat sandwiches 


for the rest of the week - watching someone take them out of an oven was too freaking weird. 


"She's small, so you'd think she's light. And she is, when she's empty. But you've gotta throw her around a bit, 


really put some muscle into the controls, when she's full. You'll get used to it, you've got all week." 


Richie poked his head in. "There you are. Captain, we'll be at the edge of the asteroid belt in about ten minutes, 
Jon says he'd feel much better if you flew through it” 


Tico nodded. "Be right there. You," he pointed at David, "need to strap in somewhere." 


He finished his sandwich and pushed past Richie, who sat down in Tico's empty chair. "I think that's the most 
he's said to anyone in two days. Not a big talker, is he?" 


"Guess not." 


"We shouldn't have gotten here this fast." Tico frowned at the control panel in front of him as Jon took the 
seat behind him. 


"| might have flown a bit faster than regulation speed for a while. Might" 
"| could get you fired so fucking easily.” 
Jon grinned. "Yeah? And how much you think your word is worth next to mine?" 


"Touché, fucker." David walked in and started to take the seat across the aisle from Jon. "Nope, kid, right here." 
Tico pointed at the copilot's seat next to him. "You wanna learn, you sit there and watch the shit on the panel. 
Get used to how it's supposed to look." 


David nodded and strapped himself in. A few minutes later Richie wandered in and took the seat across from 
Jon, and they were underway. 


The asteroid belt was nowhere near as dangerous as rookie pilots were told. Dangerous, certainly. But a far 
larger percentage of people navigated it without incident than overprotective parents or flight instructors 


would have people believe. 


The trick was to ignore the big asteroids. They moved slowly, and were big enough for the ship to detect and 
warn the pilot long before there was a real danger. It was the smaller asteroids and chunks of debris that 
caused a problem - they moved quickly, and many times were too small to notice in time to make a graceful 


dodge. "Swerving and swearing’, Tico called his technique for getting out unharmed. 


David bounced in his seat every time an asteroid or chunk of crap floated near the ship. The motherfucking 
asteroid belt - how cool was this? Not very, apparently, based on the way Jon, Richie and Tico were acting. 
Clenching his teeth and forcing himself to calm down, he focused on watching the control panel in front of him 


and listening to Jon and Richie talk 


| was in the Earth army for a year or two, but goddamn, the fucking rules you gotta follow! Couldn't handle 
it, got myself discharged. Didn't wanna go back to school - too much structure, too much doing shit you don't 
want or need to do in the name of rules, so | had to stick with what | knew. | could fly, | could shoot like 


nobody's fucking business, and | could fix my ship. So it was career pilot, mercenary, or mechanic." 


"And pilot was too structured." 

"Right. Motherfuck, one look at the book of regulations for cargo shippers and | practically swore off flying 
forever. And mercenary - couldn't picture myself in jail. And I'd already tried killing the legal way, and we know 
how that worked out. So mechanic it was." 

"You've been flying around like that for, what, twenty years, then?" 

"Nah. Owned a garage for a long time, woke up one morning and realized | had a routine," David smiled a little - 
Richie said that in the exact same tone Tico used when he said ‘barbarians’, "so | packed up and flew out. Five 
years, now. And no routine, no rules, just me and whatever ship | feel like fixing. Fucking heaven, man" 


"| like rules." 


David snorted. "You only like ‘em so you can feel all high and mighty when you break ‘em and don't get in 
trouble." 


"| fail to see the problem." 

"You would if you got cau - oh wow, lookit that!" 

Tico was bringing the ship through a small break in a cluster of asteroids. Most of the front of the ship was 
transparent for observation, and all they could see was brown mottled with darker brown craters. And - 
houses? 

"Are there people living out here?" 

"Yep," Jon nodded. "When Earth started going to war to colonize the galaxy, a couple groups from the moon 
base went AWOL. They were fine defending Earth, not going on the offensive, so they ditched out and set up 
camp out here. No one went after them - tricky flying, too risky to catch guys who were gonna die anyway. 
Not exactly ideal living conditions out here." 


"So there's no one actually Aving out here, they would have died by now.’ 


"Nah, they hijacked a few shipments of artificial soil and farming stuff. No big deal, it was just going to 
Charon." 


Tico growled low in his throat, the ship shuddering as his grip on the controls tightened. "Just" 


"Easy, moon boy. This was back when Earth was flinging as much crap as they could out there so they could 
cut you off sooner. ‘Just, yeah, ‘cause you guys were getting more shit than you could handle." 


Tico's grip on the controls loosened back to normal, face softening a bit. His expression wasn't ever really soff, 


but at least it was back to being "stern" rather than "pissed the Hell off". 


"Is a bunch of thieves and general idiots out here, David. No one worth mentioning, really. Pirates like you 


read about or see in movies don't really exist, but the guys out here are pretty damn close." 


"Fuck that. | know a few guys out here," Jon said. "Good guys. Ridiculous how fast they adapted. They aren't 
really human any more, if there were more of them they could probably get recognized as a different race, 
get representation in the Union. This generation'll be the last one - all men, and no one planning on having kids, 
as far as | know. Good guys to know - nice as anything, and if | break down out here it's quicker to get help 


from them than someone on Earth. 


"Met one of ‘em back when | was a shipper. We worked the same routes, carted the same shit around, kept 
running into each other. Nicest guy you'll ever meet, and he'd have my job right now if he'd wanted it back 
then" 


"That's fascinating, Jon, really," Tico said. Aside from calling Jon "boss" (and that was more sarcastic than 
respectful), he sure as Hell didn't give any indication that Jon was his superior. "Hang on tight for a second, 


boys, we're coming up on an ice field” 


Tico gave Jon the controls back as soon as they were out of the Belt. Jon had asked, but he still felt bad 
pawning so much flight time off on him. Tomorrow, he'd do all the flying. Tonight, he was perfectly fine pouring 
a glass of Venusian whiskey (it was illegal to stock alcohol on single-pilot ships - Jon bought him a bottle every 
year. "It isn't designed to be a single-pilot ship, so no big deal," he'd say with a wink) and settling into his 


favorite chair in front of the fireplace. 


He was hanging in a comfortable limbo between sleeping and waking, lulled into something like a trance by the 
holographic fire and the alcohol, when David poked his head in. 


"Hey, Teek, will - oh, never mind" 


Tico slowly looked towards the door, moving like the air had thickened up so moving at a normal speed would 


take too much effort. "Hm? What did you want?" 


"Oh, | was gonna ask if you'd teach me to fly a little more. But you look too comfy to get up for that, so 


never mind." 
"Mm, | am too comfy. Come on in, have a seat. Whiskey?" 


David nodded and sank into the chair next to Tico, taking the glass handed to him. Tico watched him settle 
further into the chair as the firelight and whiskey worked its magic on him, trying to find some clues about 


who, exactly, David Bryan was. Jon had never mentioned how old he was, and Tico found himself trying to 
guess. His face said mid-thirties, his enthusiasm for the most mundane things out here was significantly 
younger. Maybe he was in his twenties and had aged poorly? 


"What are you looking at?" 

"How old are you?" 

"Forty-four, why?" 

"You're not forty-four 

"Im not?" 

"You don't look it, | mean" 

"Easy life. Nothing to get me all wrinkly" 


"You don't act it, either." Tico almost bit his lip after that one - most people don't like being told they don't act 
their age. 


"My parents always hated the idea of space travel. l'm an only child, | guess they were worried I'd take off for 
Neptune, fall in love with one of those ‘bimbos with the forked tongues’, never write to them, and end up 
getting killed fighting space pirates. So talking about anything beyond Earth's atmosphere wasn't really allowed. 
‘Wow, the moon looks nice tonight was pushing it with my mother. | never learned most of the history stuff - 
they had me home-schooled, tutored, so they could influence what | got taught. Most sheltered childhood in 
history, swear to God. ‘S why everything out here gets me so excited - all this shit you and Jon and Richie 


are used To, I've never really seen" 
"Makes sense." 


"| could have taken off when | got older, | guess, but they'd pretty effectively squashed any interest in space 
travel | had. | got a job at a travel agency, just Earth travel, but we got bought out by a company that did 
cruises all over the galaxy. | got lucky - most of my coworkers got laid off, but my boss liked me so | just 
got moved to working with interplanetary stuff. And when the Department of Transportation was looking to 
expand so they could regulate the cruise ships more heavily, back when there was that civil war on Neptune 
and cruise ships kept getting sucked into the battles, | got recommended to head up the department. And here 
| am, about to take charge of every freaking ship in the galaxy and | don't know any more about the galaxy 
outside Earth than the average lazy teenage schoolkid" 


Tico shrugged. "So you'll learn. Jon knows whether you can handle it, he won't give you the job if its more than 


you can do." 


"| want to be able to handle it" 


"If it's any consolation, you're a damn sight better than any of the last trainees - apprentices, whatever - 
he's had. Nearly gave the last one a coronary when | popped on screen and told Jon ‘go fuck yourself, and this 
had better be damned good for interrupting my goddamn shower". Kid's jaw hit the floor, eyes got all huge. As 
soon as she got her voice back, she launched into this tirade about respect and shit. Jon had to kick her out 


so he could talk to me." 


A quick image of Tico in nothing but a towel, dripping wet from the shower and pissed off flickered across 
David's mind. Some people have all the luck 


"You've got some damned sense, at least. You're a lot like the boss that way, you get that ninety percent of 
those rules are bullshit." 


"Really, I'd rather go by the rules a lot of the time. But | don't see how I'd get anything done if | spent all my 
time trying to enforce ‘em. There's too many, and a lot of ‘em are essentially unenforceable - | can't really call 
you every ten minutes to make sure you're checking up on your cargo. It's not like you can get up so often 
anyway, without anyone else here to fly." 

"That's why the rules are such bullshit - they're old as Hell. Used to be, cargo ships had to have two pilots. 
They changed that maybe ten years ago - ain't a lot of people who want to be cargo pilots, and by letting us 
fly solo they could have more ships running at any given time. They just never bothered to update the rules, 


so there's all this shit that's meant for one guy to do when the other one's flying.” 


"Well people get busy, and updating the rules that no one's gonna follow anyway is at the bottom of the list. 
Doesn't matter if they're outdated, you should at least make an attempt - " 


"Do you actually buy that bullshit, or are you just practicing spouting it for when you're in charge?" 
"| = no. Yes. | dont - * 

"Shut up and have some more whiskey." David handed his glass over and Tico refilled it: 

"Trying to get me drurk?" 

"Yep, and I'll take advantage of you when you're too drunk to fight me off" 

"Now there was a good plan "Ha, right. You're not the type" 

"Not the rapist type, or not the gay type?" 


"Neither." 


"You're awfully quick to judge." 
"Is just - you're pretty much the standard definition of macho straight man 


"Right. And all gay guys prance around and act like women because that's what they secretly want to be, 


correct?" 
"No, but - " 

"You and and | both know it's not like that. You're gay, and you don't do that" 
"How'd you know?" 


"Jon mentioned you were out on a date one night when we were talking business. | think he was trying to avoid 


the gender of who you were with, but he did say it at some point." 

"Hm. So are you actually gay, or do you just like to argue?" 

"Both. Big dick and a good fight and I'm in heaven" 

"Heh. You're awfully open tonight 

Tico looked over at David, then dropped his gaze and studied his glass for a moment. "This'll do that to ya" 
"Aww, | thought it must mean you like me." 

"Hey, you never know." Tico drained his glass and stood up, leaning down to take David's empty glass from his 
hand. David could have sworn he let his fingers brush and linger against David's own on purpose, but that was 
probably just the whiskey taking its toll. "No flying tonight, even fake flying. Wouldn't do you any good to 
practice flying drunk 

‘lim not drunk" 

"Tipsy." 

‘| can live with that 


"Good. The boss'd probably hate me if | accidentally killed you." 


With that, Tico left David alone in front of the fire. 


"Richie, will you sit the fuck down? You're agitating me." 


Richie frowned and closed the panel he'd just opened to get a good look at the ship's specs. He flopped into the 


copilot's chair and turned to Jon. 
"This isn't a cargo ship." 
"Uh, yeah it is." 


"Don't treat me like I'm stupid. | know ships. This might be carrying shit, but it ain't no cargo ship. F32-13s are 


fighter ships, a model ahead of what we were using when | was in the army." 

Jon didn't say anything, just poked at a few buttons on the control panel in front of him. 

"Which begs the question, why is a cargo pilot flying a battle ship?" 

"Its what he wanted." 

"I thought you said you liked rules." 

"Yes. Well - yeah. | just hate unnecessary ones. There's no rule regulating ships, though - common sense 
dictates cargo ships be used for cargo, but no one ever wrote it down. A ship has to be able to handle every 
potential load - and even that's not a written rule, but a pilot's worthless if he can't carry what you need him 
to - and go fast enough to meet deadlines. Actual cargo ships are a bitch to learn how to fly, it's a waste of 


time and money to teach an experienced pilot how to fly all over again. Tico knows F32s, so Tico flies F32s." 


"With the weapons disabled, | assume." Jon shrugged, Richie frowned again. "Isn't that the kind of thing you 


should know?" 

"Doesn't affect me either way." 

"Like Hell it doesn't. What if he gets pissed someday and - " 
"Not gonna happen 

Richie snorted. "Right. Whatever you say." 


"Yes, whatever | say. Are you implying you know more about Tico's personality from two days of minimal 


contact than | do from 20 years of working with him?" 
"He's from Charon, isn't he?" 


"Yep." 


"And you know what they're like." 


"Didn't you just tell me not to treat you like you were stupid? No, | don't fucking know. | know what the stories 
say, and | know what Tico's like. You're arguing a very enlightened point of view, there." 


‘| just - you've got a guy who doesn't seem all that friendly, from a moon with a history of fighting, flying a 
ship designed to blow up other ships, with a hold full of weapons the general public doesn't even know exist yet. 
That doesn't seem off to you at all?" 

"If you purposely word it to sound bad, yes." 


"Alright, you describe it” 


Ive got a skilled pilot who's a little abrasive but who's never given me or my predecessor any problems flying 


the type of ship he handles best" 

"Hard to see where you're flying with those rose-colored glasses?" 

"No harder than it must be for you to keep talking out of that ass you're sitting on. Tico's a good guy, even if 
he acts like Mr. No-Human-Emotions. He gives me trouble, I'll take care of it. But I'm not gonna penalize him 
based on where he was born" 


| don't really think you should. l'm just surprised no one else has seen it the way | described it" 


“That's the good thing about being the boss. No one else has to see it" 


Three 


A red light on the left side of the control panel started blinking. 
"Incoming call from Secretary Bon Jovi’ 

Tico frowned. That couldn't be right - Jon was on the ship. 
"Stupid goddamned computer," he growled. 

"Incoming call from Secretary Bon Jovi’ 


Richie looked up from where he was poking at the controls for the ship's (maybe) disabled weapons system. 
"You gonna answer it?" 


Tico pushed a button on the panel, grumbling about stupid malfunctioning identification systems. A large screen 
slid up in front of the seating area as Richie sat down in the copilots chair. The screen blinked twice, and a 
Venusian woman appeared before them, sitting in Jon's office. 

"Oh Jesus, Kelly, it's you." 

"Last time | checked, anyway." 

"I figured the id system was busted, telling me Jon was calling.’ 

"| didn't have your coordinates, | had to use his com system to get you. Sorry." 


"Nah, l'm just glad my shit's not broken 


Kelly turned to look at Richie. "There's nine, honey. Your jaw's gonna get sore if you keep your mouth hanging 


open like that" 

"Oh, | wasn't - | didn't - | - uh, you - | wasn't - nine?" 

Tico sighed. "The picture of eloquence over here is Richie. Jon and David found him on the way out here." 
‘Nice to meet you. Tico, is Jon around? And is there somewhere private | could talk to him?" 

"Richie, go find Jon" Richie nodded and headed towards the living quarters. "Private? The screen in the com 


room's broken. He can talk to you out here, if he doesn’t mind flying, but | can't guarantee you won't be 
interrupted" 


Kelly frowned. "Who's on the ship?" 
"Just me, Jon, Richie and David" 


"Oh, that's okay. Any one of you can hear what | have to say. | mean, l'd prefer to just talk to Jon. But if you 
overhear it, it isn't the end of the world" 


"You're lucky l'm not a curious person 
Jon burst into the room, taking a minute to compose himself before he walked down the aisle. 
"Kelly! What's up?" 


Tico stood and handed the controls over to Jon. "Ill let everyone know to only come in if there's an emergency. 


Buzz me when you're done and I'll take over the flying again." He nodded at the screen. "Secretary." 


David was sitting on his bed, knees drawn up to his chest, reading the book on galactic history Tico had found 
for him so intently it looked like he was trying to get sucked in. He barely lifted his head when the door slid 
open and closed and footsteps approached, finally looking up when whoever had come in sat on the end of the 
bed. 

"Hey, Tico." 

"Like the book?" 

David nodded. 

"Wanna practice with the flight simulator?" 

"I thought you were gonna be flying all day today." 


"Jon got a call, and the only working screen's in the cabin He's gotta fly to talk, so I'm free for a while." 


David looked back at the book for a few seconds, then folded over the corner of the page and closed it. 


"Sounds good." 
"If what I'm about to tell you gets out, both of us will be in big trouble, okay?" 


"Sure." 


‘lm really fucking serious, Jon. And | don't just mean trouble as it relates to our jobs." 

Jon leaned forward. "Kelly, | won't tell a soul. Are you - is everything okay?" 

lm fine. Yesterday, there was a..meeting.’ 

"What kind of meeting?" 

"The kind that | could be killed for telling you about. Me, the Secretary of Defense, Vice President Nq'wupyn. 
Some army generals - three from Earth, two each from Venus and Neptune. Very hush-hush. Hidden doors, 
summons in code, passwords, all sorts of shit." 


"What about?" 


Kelly sighed and rubbed her temples. "Charon A pre-emptive strike against Charon." 


Tico walked up behind David and slid his arms around to fold his hands over David's, guiding him to grip the 
controls more tightly. 


"She's more sensitive than you'd think. You can't hold too hard, or she'll start shaking, but you gotta hold tight 
enough she knows you're being decisive. Hold her too loosely and she takes longer to respond You don't always 


have longer." 


David nodded and guided the "ship" between two asteroids. He relaxed his stance a little, acutely aware of the 
body behind him. Tico had short arms, so he had to press right up against David to reach his hands. 


The pressure of the body behind him combined with the breath on his neck and the feel of Tico's fingers 
curled over his sent the blood rushing through David, and he was suddenly very glad he wasn't the one 
standing in back, so Tico wouldn't know exactly how glad he was he'd set aside the history lesson in favor of 


flight. 
Tico's voice in his ear made him jump a little. "Wanna see something cool?" 
"Pre-emptive? Pre-empting what, exactly?" 


"Rumor has it the Charonites aren't happy." She scowled, and her voice took on a mocking tone. "And we all 


know what happens when the barbarians get upset." 


Jon sighed. "Jesus. | love the government.” 
"Sweetheart, you are the government." 


"Don't remind me. So why were you at that meeting? You don't have anything to do with the army, or the 


moon." 


"They're cutting off the supply of artificial soil to Charon. We don't normally send stuff out there anyway, but 
they had a couple farms struck by meteors, and they need more of everything. Called a couple days ago to 
ask - not demand, like that dickhole would have people believe - for more." 


"Are they actually unhappy?" 


"Yeah, of course they are. They've been trying for years to get officially recognized as a race separate from 
Plutonians, which is a perfectly reasonable demand - no one would look at Captain Torres next to an average 
Plutonian and say they were the same. The instant humans on Pluto started having not-really-human babies, 
they got switched from "Earthling" to "Plutonian’, but the Charonites just get ignored. So, yeah, they're pissed, 
but they're not gonna do anything about it." 


"But our esteemed vice president thinks they are." 
I'm not sure he really believes it. | think there's more to the story than he's letting me in on. The meeting 
went on for a while after | left" Kelly's eyes went wide. "So the papers you need are in the second drawer on 


the left, Jon? Gimme a minute, I'll find ‘em." 


She practically dove behind his desk, resurfacing a few minutes later with a few random scraps of paper and a 


panicked look that quickly faded into relief. Whoever was walking by must have gone on their way. 
"Kelly, why are you telling me all this?" 
"You can help." 


A little tingle buzzed through David's veins as Tico stuck the last..thing..on his head and let his hair fall back in 
place. Wireless electrodes - well, Tico said they weren't electrodes, but they sure looked like ‘em - were 
attached to his temples, a couple places on the top of his head, and two spots on his chest. One was clipped to 
each index finger. 


"There, done." 


"Tico, what - " 


"You'll see" He sat David on the floor and walked over to the control panel. He flipped a switch, and the room 
exploded in bursts of color, flashes of every hue imaginable flashing around them. David's jaw dropped as the 
tingle intensified a bit and the colors calmed down, settling against the walls, floor, and ceiling in swirls of blues 
and greens. 

"Holy Hell.” 

Tico grinned and sat next to him. "You like?" 


Is pretty. What is it?" 


"Your emotions. That stuff," he gestured to the not-electrodes, "reads your blood pressure, heart rate, shit 


like that, and the computer converts it to colors. Neat toy - expensive, but fucking cool." 

"| - wow." 

"You're pretty content right now. That strip of brown that's fading? That's confusion. The blue and green mean 
you're happy and calm. The brighter they get, the happier you are - if you were to get really excited, win the 
lottery or something, the blue would disappear and the green would turn yellow. If | punched you, this'd get all 

red and black - pain and anger. Maybe confusion again, since I'd be doing it out of nowhere." 

"This is incredible." 

"And that little flash of orange was awe." 

David looked around the room, following the ribbons of green floating around the blue background. The ribbons 

kept swirling and changing colors - from spring green to pine to almost-yellow. The blue wavered, little ripples 

of white fluttering through it, growing outwards from more flashes of orange awe. 

"If you were hooked up to this, what would we be seeing?" 

"Lots of brown. Some purple and red." 


"You're confused?" 


Tico nodded. "See, | can't figure out if | want you to get Jon's job or not. You're a good guy, you'd do it well, 


and you deserve it." 
"But?" 
"But if you were the boss, it wouldn't really be ethical for me to do this" 


The room flared up with red-edged purple as Tico leaned over and kissed David, raising a hand to cup his 


cheek. David moaned and closed his eyes, seeing the same purple-red fire dancing behind his eyelids as he 


pressed his lips more firmly against Tico's and reached out for him. 

"How?" 

"| did some snooping in your computer. Once Tico delivers this shipment, he's got some time off. There's a load 
of soil on Earth's moon, waiting for my word to get shipped out. But, thanks to the meeting, my word isn't 
going to come. Not officially, anyway." 

"So, what, we're going to steal it and bring it to Charon?" 

"Yeah, pretty much. One of the guys working at the shipyard will do anything | need - he'll give you the stuff 
without waiting for my authorization I'll meet you there to oversee everything and make a better plan, but | 
can't officially sign the stuff over." 

"Kel, | - " 

"This has to happen, Jon. The plan right now is to starve them and attack when they're weak. That's not - | 
couldn't even believe | was hearing it. I'd ask someone else, but no one else knows the route as well as Tico and 
no one else knows government ships enough to evade them as well as you. No one else will be able to do it” 

"I need to talk to everyone here." 

"I know. | wouldn't listen to you if you said yes without consulting them." 

"Tico will do it, for obvious reasons. Richie, | don't know, but if he doesn't want to we can drop him off on the 
moon. He doesn't like authority enough to rat us out voluntarily, and he doesn't need money enough to take 
bribes. David - | don't know about David. | think the saving lives part would get him, but - you know him. He's 
not really the ‘break the law, go on the run’ type.” 

"But your evaluation period ends soon. You two just need to stay on the ship until then" 

"Ill try and convince him. | think he will, but he's still the closest thing to a wild card we have." 

"I know. As long as you try. | should go - if we talk much longer the com records'll look suspicious." 

Jon nodded. "Ill call your office when I've talked to the others. We'll work it out from there." 


"Right, sounds good. Bye, Jon. And thanks." 


"Thank you for calling. | knew something was going on, but | wasn't sure - " 


"I know what you mean. And no problem. Talk to you soon" 


The screen faded to black. Jon sighed and leaned back in his chair, letting the torrent in his head settle to a 


manageable level before he sat up. 

"Richie, get in here!" 

Richie poked his head in. "Yeah?" 

"Go find Tico and David. We've got an.issue." 


Richie nodded once and hurried down the hall. 


Tico pushed David onto his back without breaking the kiss, shifting so one leg was on either side of David's 
hips. The room swirled violently around them, the purples and reds deepening and intensifying as Tico pushed 
his tongue past David's lips. 


David moaned and arched against Tico, sliding his hands down to cup his ass and pull him down closer. Tico 
growled a little, the sound sending a shiver down David's spine and making the red on the walls flare up. David 
pushed his tongue against Tico's, fighting his way in to explore Tico's mouth the way his had just been 
explored. His grip tightened, Tico's erection brushing teasingly against his. 


Somewhere through the haze of lust, they could hear someone knocking on the door. "Tico? David? You in 
there?" 


Tico pulled away, growling curses under his breath as he stood up. David groaned, the purples and reds swirling 


away into a blank mass of olive drab disappointment. 

"What do you want, Rich?" 

"Jon needs you two in the cabin" 

"Motherfuck." Tico flipped a switch and the olive blinked out, replaced by the gray walls of the room. He pulled 
David over and detached the electrodes, taking a little extra time to let his fingers brush over the skin 


surrounding the small circles. "We'll finish this later?" 


David nodded and kissed Tico quickly before leading them out into the hallway. 


Tico roared and slammed his fist into the nearest wall, shouting again when his arm bounced back, knuckles 


bleeding. "Motherfucking stupid goddamn titanium alloy bastard ship!" 

David reached out to rub his shoulder, but Tico jerked away and started pacing. 

"Why the holy fuck are they doing that?" 

Jon kept his gaze steadily in front of him, trying to give off the impression he wasn't terrified Tico would 
decide it would get more done to punch the nearest government official than the wall. "Because Nq'wupyr's a 
war-hungry bastard." 


"Why fucking Charon?" 


"You know how the average person feels about Pluto's moon, Teek. No one's gonna fault him for going after 


them." 


Tico growled and leaned over the control panel, Jon swallowing hard at the smoldering anger inches from his 


face. 

"We're going to fucking help, right?" 

‘If everyone says yes." 

Tico stood up and directed his gaze at David and Richie. “Well, everyone, what'll it be?" 
Richie shrugged. "Whatever, dude. l'm in" 

David bit his lip and sat down. "I don't - we could get in a lot of trouble for this?" 
"Some, but it won't be - " 


"Don't sugarcoat it for him, Jon. Jesus, he's not a kid," Tico cut him off and crouched in front of David. "Your 


job's on the line, at the very least. Yes, trouble. Serious fucking trouble." 


"You can say no, David. You say no, and promise not to tell anyone, we'll leave you at the moon and you'll be 
fine." 


Tico turned and looked at Jon for a minute, then back to David. "You can say no." 
"You want me to say yes.” 


"| do," Tico nodded. "A lot. But if you don't - " 


"lm in" 
Tico smiled a little, his expression softening just enough to make David smile back. 


Tico stood up and turned to Jon. "Call Kelly back and tell her we're doing it. You mind flying a while longer? | 


need some time." 
"Sure, no problem." 
Tico stalked off towards the back. David met Jon's eyes, held the gaze long enough to see the questions there 


and decide to ignore them for now, and followed Tico. Jon raised an eyebrow, shrugged, and turned back to 


watch where he was flying as Richie sat down in the co-pilot's chair. 


Tico practically ran down the hall, only stopping when he hit the door of his room. He folded against it, fists 
clenched so tightly his knuckles started bleeding again 


He flinched when someone came up behind him and started rubbing his shoulders, relaxing only slightly when 
David said, "It's me. You okay?" 


David didn't really expect an answer, and Tico didn't disappoint. David rubbed his shoulder, watching him flex his 
fists, blood starting to dry on his injured hand. Slowly, he relaxed until he was slumped against the door. 


"Thank you." 
"For?" 
"Saying yes. And coming after me." 


David shrugged, still rubbing Tico's shoulders. "If I'd let you come back here alone you woulda beaten the walls 


til you didn't have any hands left." 


"Maybe." He turned to lean his back against the door, reaching up to loop his arms around David's neck. "I just 


don't fucking get it." 


"The vice president's got a small dick. Blowing people up makes him feel better." Tico smirked a little. "We'll just 
have to be his erectile dysfunction" 


Tico laughed. Barely. It wasn't even really a chuckle, but it was there. "I'll have to rename the ship." 


"Ooh, good idea. Now can we go in your room or do | have to keep using up all my wit in the hallway?" 


Tico's smirk grew into an almost-normal-sized smile, and he pushed the button to open the door. 


Richie looked down the hall after Tico. "Is he okay?" 


"Yeah. Just pissed off - | would be too. Hell, | am, and it's not my family they're planning to starve and blow 
up." He pushed a button on the control panel. "Mars, 39-17 north, 16-36 west, com unit 68-225-IIl-253" 


The computer buzzed, and Kelly popped up on the screen 

"Everyone's in. Barring any problems, we'll be at the moon around this time tomorrow." 

Kelly nodded. "Ill try and meet you there. But don't wait for me - as soon as you get there, go find this guy 

named Keith. He's tall, really cute - David can tell you which guy's cute, if you have trouble - and Neptunian 
lIl have called him, he'll be expecting you. If I'm there, fine, but if I'm not you guys have to get off the moon 
right away. Keith won't report the stuff as stolen, but they do inventory every night and someone's bound to 
notice. He'll take the tracking device off, so they won't be able to find you as easily, but that doesn't buy you 


as much time as it should." 

"Right." 

If | don't see you tomorrow, good luck. And thanks a lot, Jon" 

The screen went black and slid into its opening in the floor. Richie whistled. 
"Holy Hell, that woman is hot" 

Jon scowled inwardly. "Yeah, | guess so." 

"Wanna tell me who she is?" 

"Secretary of Agriculture. Works next door to me." 

"Ah. Kelly isn't a Venusian name." 


"Venusian names are all consonants and fifteen syllables long. She picked Kelly to use for us poor Earthlings 
with clumsy Tongues." 


"She's fucking hot, whatever her name is." 


Jon's fists tightened on the controls and his jaw clenched. When he spoke, his voice had a very calculated 
casual tone. "Yeah, she is. | guess." 


"Let go of my arm. I'm not five and you're not my mother." 


David held Tico by the wrist and dragged him into the bathroom; Tico was surprised at how strong he actually 
was. He winced when David turned the faucet on and held his hand under the water, washing the blood off. 


"Fuck, that's fucking cold." 


"Sorry" He turned the hot water on, rubbing his thumb over Tico's knuckles, smiling inwardly at how hard Tico 


was trying not to show he was in pain. "There. Done. Unless you want me to kiss it better." 


Tico grinned and turned off the water, pulling David back into the bedroom. "I can think of a couple things that 


need kissing far more than my hand." 


Four 


"You have any idea where Tico is?" Jon asked Richie, who came into the cabin with a heaping plate of food. 
"Nope. Chicken wing?" 

Jon shook his head. "I can barely fucking see straight. You wanna fly for a while?" 

"Never flown a 73. If it's close to a 12, | can wing it" 

"Nah. They overhauled the flight system, the steering's completely different. Wanna go find Teek for me?" 


David had dreamed the last couple hours, he must have. There was no way he had actually gone to Tico's 
room, actually had sex with Tico. Hell, there was no way Tico had really kissed him earlier. He had probably 
dreamed everything - there wasn't really a Tico Torres, just some weird manifestation of a subconscious 
desire for a "manly man" or whatever. The man in his arms was just a pillow he'd pulled up close in sleep. 
The pillow shifted a little and looked up at him. "I fell asleep." 

"Guess so." 

Tico turned so he was facing David, still wrapped in his arms, and kissed him. It was a very realistic dream. 
"I should go see if Jon needs me to fly for a while." 

"Maybe." 


Tico nuzzled his neck "Or he can handle it for a couple more hours." 


"| like that idea" David tilted Tico's chin up and kissed him, moaning a little as Tico rolled him over on his back 


and leaned over him, deepening the kiss. 
"Tico, you in here? Jon - whoa 


Tico shot up, yanking the sheet over himself and David, both of them flushing bright red. "Ever heard of 
fucking knocking?" 


"| did, you didn't answer. Jon needs you to fly, he's practically asleep out there." 


"Not answering is different than saying ‘come in," Tico growled. "Tell him I'll be right out" 


"HEYDON'TFALLASLEEP!" Richie lunged at Jon's back Jon leapt about a foot in the air. 

"You trying to give me a fucking heart attack? Fuck! Where the fuck is Tico?" 

“Boning David. He'll be out in a minute." 

"Excuse me?" 

"Well, they weren't doing it right that minute. They were starting. Or just finished" 

"Ha, very funny. Where was he really?" 

"In bed with David. Naked. Making out. Unless David has a twin" 

Jon rubbed his forehead with his hands. "Fuck. Motherfuck. I'm gonna have to have a talk with - " 
"With who?" 


"The motherfucking pope, Tico. Here, fly your own damn ship for a while" Jon pushed past Tico and stormed 
down the hall. Tico sat down and glared at Richie. 


"What?" 
"It probably wasn't necessary for you to tell him what | was doing, Rich." 
Richie shrugged. "I didn't think he'd get so bothered." 


"Jon's not big on office relationships. Mostly ‘cause he'd like to have one but he'd get fired before they could 
blink. So he's a little bitter about people who work together doing..other stuff." 


"Oh. | didn't - " 
"A normal person would have just said ‘Tico's in his room." 
"Maybe." 


If Tico's door were sentient, it would be rapidly developing paranoia problems from all the people storming 


towards it. Jon was practically growling as he pounded on the door. 


No answer. Through the door, Jon could hear the faint sounds of the shower running. Fine. Nap now, serious 


discussion later. 

Good plan? Good plan. 

‘lm not going to tell you what - or who - you can and can't do, Dave." 

David frowned and sat down in the chair Tico usually sat in near the fireplace. "But?" 

| don't think you've really thought about what, exactly, it is that you're doing.” 

Jon handed David a glass of whiskey and sat down in the chair next to him, sipping from his own glass. 
"Really." 

"You do know what you're risking here." 

"My job." 

"Not just your job. His job, my job. Our promotions - and as it stands right now, you are definitely getting 
promoted if | do. But you're practically his boss, so this is a lot worse than if you and one of the other 
transportation office guys got caught together." 

"So you don't want me to do anything with him becouse of your promotion?" 

"| didn't say that. It doesn't matter what | want or don't want you to do, because you wouldn't listen anyway. 
Or you'd listen, and resent me if you weren't happy. But | know you, and | know if you got caught somehow, 
and me and Teek got fired, it'd upset you. So | wanna make sure you know that is going to happen if someone 
other than me finds out." 

"| know." 


Jon sighed. "Alright, then. Do what you want. Just - be careful." 


David nodded and stared at the fireplace, watching the flickering of the holographic flames. Technology was 


incredible - if it weren't for the lack of heat, he could very easily forget it was an illusion 


He shifted to look at Jon at the sound of a little sigh. Jon was focused on the fire, a million miles away based 
on the look in his eyes, absently swirling his drink in his glass. 


"What about you?" 
"Hm? What about me?" 
"You're giving me the go-ahead to be with Tico even though we work together. What about you and - " 


"| didn't give you the go-ahead. I'm just not gonna fight with you about it. Doesn't mean | think it's okay, just 


that | think you're a big boy and you can make your own decisions." 
"But you and Kelly - " 


"Me and Kelly what? There is no me and Kelly. Other than, say, ‘me and Kelly work together’ Which isn't even 
grammatically correct, it'd be ‘Kelly and It there.” 


"Jon" 
"David." 
"You're willing to put your job on the line for Charon, and for me to be with Tico. Why not for yourself?" 


"Because there's no reason to do it for myself, because there's nothing between me and Kelly" Jon took a big 
swallow, emptying his glass and wincing a bit. "This has been lovely, David, really. | need more sleep. Do me a 


favor and try to keep it down when you and Tico fuck, okay?" 


He left without giving David a chance to say anything else. 


The shipyard on the moon was loud, constantly crowded, and smelled like unwashed cargo pilots. Tico led them 
through the crush, seemingly oblivious to the clouds of cigar smoke and the overheard bits of raunchy tales 
about why which whorehouses were the best and Venusian strippers might have more tits, but you couldn't 
beat Earth girls for enthusiasm. Every now and then he'd stop to slap someone on the back and chat for a 
little bit, steal a sip of drink or a drag from a cigar, and David knew why he seemed so oblivious. There was no 


reason for it to faze him - this was Tico's element. 


Less people stopped Tico, the crowd thinned, and then they were at the farthest loading dock. Jon had pulled 
the ship up, and they climbed in. 


"You guys make it through the crowd okay? Plenty of people saw you, recognized you?" 
The plan at this point was to make sure as many people saw Tico heading towards his usual dock as possible. 


The farming equipment was stored at a rarely-used dock at the other end of the shipyard, so any witness 
reports would place Tico far away from the "stolen" goods. Any time they could buy this early in the game 


was precious. 
"Yeah. Thirty or so people know I'm here and headed for Dock AS" 


Jon nodded and eased the ship away from the dock, pulling farther away from the surface than he normally 


would so the ship wouldn't be as easily recognizable. 
A tall, handsome Neptunian man was standing at Dock Z2 waiting for them. The phrase ‘forked tongue’ flashed 


across David's mind, but Tico squeezed his hand a little and he forgot it. Jon didn't look particularly thrilled 
that Kelly's contact was so attractive, but David liked being alive so he didn't say anything. 


"The sup - uh, supplies, they are - ready? Ready, so - " 

Jon held up his hand and started talking in Neptunian; Keith looked incredibly relieved. David could read it well 
enough, but he couldn't catch it at the speed they were talking so he just stood back with Richie and Tico and 
watched. 

"IFs all ready, right back there," Jon pointed. "We gotta load up and get out of here fast" 


A sleek black ship pulled up to the dock just as they were loading the last crate into the cargo hold. Kelly 
stepped out, nodding at Tico and David. 


"And you're Richie, right? Where's Jon?" 

"In the ship. He'll be out in a minute," David said 

"Kelly! Thought you might not make it" Jon reached out and shook her hand, face lighting up. 
“Traffic was a bitch. Everything going okay?" 


"Fine. Tico's got everyone thinking he was loading up at A5. No one's come by here, and no one's called Tico's 


ship to check on him, so we're good." 
"Excellent. That's what | wanted to hear." 


"We can head straight to Pluto's moon, no stops. Tico and | can trade flying time so no need to stop to rest. 
We've got enough fuel to get us there and back five times." 


"I knew you'd do this right. How am | going to get in touch with you?" 


"Axy. We won't be keeping to a strict enough schedule for you to give coordinates. She's got a tracking device 


in her, all you have to do is tell her you want Captain Torres." 


"Your office isn't the safest place to call you from, though." 


Jon frowned. "Shit. Okay - there's a spare com unit in my desk. You've gotta get Axy out of her casing and 


replace her with the spare. You know computers enough to do that?" 

"| think | can handle unscrewing a few things, yes” 

"Doesn't hurt to check. There's a spare casing at my apartment - David, write down my address for her - in 
the living room, right out in the open. Can't miss it. Install Axy there, and feel free to come and go as you 
need to. Spare key under the mat - take it, keep it 

"Okay" 

David handed Kelly a slip of paper with an address scrawled on it, smiled at her, and followed Tico into the ship. 
"So. You'll do that ASAP, and call me when you're all set up?" 

"The second | get back" 


Richie poked his head out of the waiting ship. "Jon, we're all ready." 


Jon nodded and turned to Kelly. “Alright, we're outta here. I'll see you in a couple days, David and | are still 


planning to come back from the evaluation period like nothing's unusual." 


Kelly smiled at him. "Good luck. And thank everyone for doing this." Jon nodded and climbed into the ship, 
reaching for the door. "Oh, Jon?" 


"Yeah?" He paused, the door halfway closed. 
"|, uh - be careful. Just - be careful" 
"Will do. Bye, Kelly." 


He closed the door, and Kelly watched the ship pull away from the dock. Not a full five minutes later, it was 
out of sight. 


Tico pushed a few buttons in the panel on the wall, and the hallway to the storage room vanished. Handy little 
trick, that. Particularly considering the, well, "sensitive" legal status of their cargo. 


"There. Some fucker's gonna have to be really fucking familiar with fighter ships modified to carry weapons as 


cargo to catch us." 


"So we're pretty much safe, right?" 
Tico frowned and pulled David into a hug, leaning up to kiss him lightly. "As safe as we can be." 
"You don't sound like you think that's really safe." 


Tico sighed. "No one just randomly attacks places because he can | don't care how barbaric or whatever most 


people think we are out there, no politician is gonna win votes bombing the shit out of someone random." 
"You'd be surprised." 

"Alright, but then why the starvation tactic? No one's gonna win anyone's heart being that brutal, and no one 
is gonna do that just because he can. This fucker has a reason, and if it's a good enough reason he's not gonna 
let anyone get away with messing him up." 

"Yeah, but - " 

"We bought time, David. That's all. We bought a lot of time, but Pluto's at the other end of a galaxy. And we 
have to fly regulation speed, ‘cause if we get stopped for something stupid like that - you can't buy that 
much time." 

"Oh." 

‘lm not trying to scare you." 

"| know." 

"You're scared anyway.” 


i yeah." 


Tico tightened his arms around David. "Jon can handle flying for a while. | think there's some stuff in that book 
| gave you about the little guy fighting the law and winning against impossible odds." 


"Really." 
‘lm pretty sure. And if not, I'll make some up for you.” 


‘Incoming call from Secretary Bon Jovi." 


Jon, smirking at the weirdness of answering his own call, pushed the button on the control panel to bring Kelly 
up on the screen 


"Amazing. The silly little woman managed to do it right 

"| didn't say - " 

"I know," she cut him off. "Joking. Ha ha, and stuff. You've got everything packed away?" 
"Yep, and hidden" 

"Good. Following all the rules?" 

"As far as anyone can tell, yes." 

Flying at the right speed?" 

"Yes, Mom, we know what we're doing." 

Kelly smiled. "Just making sure. I'm surprised you even know the rules." 

"l'm full of surprises." 

"I bet. | was just calling to check in - listen, don't call me at my office unless it's an emergency. As soon as 


they find the stuff missing - probably in a couple hours, if they're doing inventory on time - it'll be the first 


place they start monitoring. Call me here and leave messages." 

"Right. What about at home?" 

‘| - maybe. Try not to. The best thing to do right now is make sure Tico's ship has no ties to agriculture 
anything. You're already at a disadvantage with him being from Charon, if they find out he's in regular 
communication with the woman in charge of a bunch of shit that just went missing after being diverted from 
Charon, you're fucked. You'll lose all the time you bought so well." 

“Alright, so we'll stick to my apartment." 

Kelly nodded. "Ill check a couple times a day for messages, promise. | should go - we've gotta keep stuff brief" 
"Yeah, okay. Bye, Kelly.” 


"Bye. Be careful” 


"You keep saying that" 


| want to make sure to get it nicely hammered into that thick skull of yours." 
"Good thinking. We'll be careful. Talk to you soon 
"Bye." 


The screen faded to black and, with the touch of a button, slid into the floor. Jon sighed and turned to where 


Richie was once again playing with the (disabled?) weapons controls. 
"Rich, go tell Tico its his turn to fly." 


Richie was having a hard time thinking of David as anything but a five-year-old in a man's body. It was the 
way his enthusiasm for the mundane tried valiantly to hide his lack of some of the most basic knowledge out 
there, paired with his almost-blind faith in most of the workings of "the system", 

It didn't help that he found Tico in David and Jon's room, stretched out on David's bed, David curled up with 
his head on Tico's shoulder. Tico was reading to David, the story of some legendary pirate who everyone over 
ten years old knew wasn't much more than a petty thief with delusions of grandeur. 

That was either really cute, or really weird. Maybe both. 

"Tico?" 

Two sets of eyes focused on Richie - one pair blue and awfully drowsy, the other brown and kind of angry. 
Maybe he'd been planning on getting laid and didn't appreciate the interruption. Fuck that, this was his ship and 
he had to fly it at some point. 

"Jon needs you to fly for a while." 


Tico sighed, folded over the corner of the page he was on, shut the book and set it aside. "Come on, Dave, you 


can copilot." 
"Tico, this screen is the radar, right?" 
Tico leaned over to see what David was pointing at. "Yep." 


"| think we're being followed." 


"What?" Tico furrowed his brow and looked at his own radar screen. Barely at the edge, directly behind them, 


was a small green dot. "How long has that been there?" 

"Ten minutes, give or take." 

"Shit. Go get Jon" 

"What - " 

"It might be nothing. Might not. Go. Get. Jon” 

David nodded and hopped out of his seat, rushing out of the room. Jon came striding in a minute later and sat 
in the copilots chair. David and Richie came in behind him, David sitting behind Tico and Richie taking his usual 
seat across the aisle. 

"We're being followed?" 

"Think so. That blip on the edge of the radar‘s been there for - how long, David?" 

"Ten, fifteen minutes." 


Jon frowned. "Is he trying to catch up?" 


"| don't think so," Tico answered. "Hasn't come any closer, and we haven't sped up at all so if he wanted to he 


could close the gap pretty easy." 

"Any way to tell who it is?" Richie asked. 

"Yep. Jon, see the line of buttons on the left of the radar screen? Push the middle one.” A screen slid up from 
the control panel in front of Jon. "The other two buttons on that side zoom in and out. The stuff on the right 


side moves the camera around." 


A tense silence fell over the cabin as Jon started maneuvering the camera around, trying to get a good view 


of the ship behind them. 

"Oh fuck" 

"What?" David's voice held a note of panic, and Tico understood why Jon babied him so much. If he could, he 
would have let go of the steering controls and turned around to hold David's hands and tell him everything 


would be fine. 


"Union ship. Unmarked. And the only unmarked Union ships are spy ships.’ 


Richie swore; Tico frowned. "Any reason they might be following us besides the obvious?" 


"| don't think so," David spoke up. "They might - might be keeping an eye on anyone from the moon with access 
to sensitive materials. But they wouldn't be doing that with me and Jon here because we're some of the very 


few people who can recognize spy ships. They wouldn't want Jon questioning why they were following.’ 
"Yeah," Jon nodded. "If they're following us, it's ‘cause they know we're doing something wrong.’ 

"So what do we do?" 

We -" 


"Nothing," Jon cut Tico off. "They don't know we know they're there yet. Look how far back they are - they 
just underestimated your radar. They're only going to act if we act first, and then we're gonna be in deep shit. 
You're gonna put your shields up, /f you can do it without them noticing, and we're gonna keep flying like 
nothing's wrong." 


"This is my fucking ship, Jon" 

"And I'm still your boss. You do what you want after the rest of us are off the ship, but right now I'm in 
fucking charge. You'd do something stupid anyway. You know what'll happen if we take evasive action? They'll be 
on us so fast we'll be screwed. We'll get arrested or killed and who the fuck will that help? We're not doing 
anything unless they act first, got it?" 


Tico glared at Jon, and Jon returned it with just as much intensity. David bit his lip and met Richie's eyes 


across the aisle. This wasn't so good. 

"Tico, he's right. If we try and get away, they'll take it as proof we've done something wrong and arrest us. If 
we shoot at them, either they kill us and get away scot-free because it was ‘self-defense’, or they add the 
attack to the list of shit they can arrest us for," Richie said. 


Tico growled a little. "Fine. But they make one fucking move and we're getting rid of them." 


"Fine." Jon got up and headed back to whatever it was he'd been doing, Richie close behind. David got up and 
settled back into the copilot's seat, watching the little blip at the edge of the screen 


"Little shit comes on my fucking ship and tries to fucking tell me how to run things?" 
"Tico, he was just - " 
Tico snapped his head to the side and glared at David. He flinched a little and shrank back into the seat. For 


future reference, Tico swearing like that meant no talking to him. Unless David decided he didn't want his head 


anymore. 


The constant blip-blip-blip of the radar was almost soothing after the first hour - by the end of the second, 
it was downright hypnotic. Tico had suggested more than once that David go back and take a nap, but he kept 
declining for no good reason. 

By the end of the third hour, he was considering taking that offer. Tico was mostly silent - most of the time 
David couldn't tell Tico knew he was still there. He only spoke to suggest David go to bed, or to ask if the blip 
was getting any closer. He didn’t. It wasn't. 

Jon walked into the cabin just as David was about to get up and go find something more entertaining than a 
radar screen that might have been broken for how little it changed and a stone-silent, possibly-still-scarily- 
angry pilot. 

"Want me to fly for a while?" 

Tico bit his lip for a second, then nodded and handed over the controls. 

"You coming?" Tico asked David. 

"If you go, will you send Richie in to keep an eye on the radar?" 

David nodded and followed Tico, sticking his head into the kitchen (did Richie ever stop eating?) to send Richie 
out to help Jon before continuing into Tico's room. Tico flopped down on the bed, rubbing his face; David just 
stood there, unsure of what he could do without getting snapped at. After a few minutes, Tico looked over the 
tips of his fingers. 

"C'mere." 

David crawled onto the bed, resting his head on Tico's shoulder. "You okay?" 

"Sorry | snapped at you." 

David shrugged. "Whatever. That doesn't answer my question’ 

"I just - " Tico sighed. "If we got rid of that spy ship, outran him or shot him down or something, we could 
speed way up and make it to Pluto's moon before anyone else could catch up to us. | don't like giving that guy 
free reign to watch us." 


"That sounds good." 


"But 


"Spy ships never, ever travel alone. That one ship means there's at least one fighter ship in close range - 
probably at the edge of the spy ship's radar like he is with ours. We try and outrun him, that fighter - and 
there might be more than one - will be on our ass and shoot us so we can't fly at all. And if we shoot the 
spy ship, same thing. You'd have to be prepared to take however many other ships down, too. And those are 
trained military pilots, it wouldn't be as easy as it might sound” 


"Hm. 


David kissed his neck "Jon isn’t trying to be an ass. He just knows how the government does shit. We all want 
to make it to Charon, Teek" 


"Yeah, but | - | mean, my..." 


David frowned and shifted so Tico's head was resting on his shoulder, wrapping an arm around his back and 


rubbing his shoulder. "It'll be okay, Tico. We'll get there, and warn them, and.itll be fine." 


Five 

Tico leaned over David's back, checking the radar screen. 

"Stil hasn't come any closer?" 

Jon shook his head. "Nah. Bumped forward a little about an hour ago, but went right back where it was." 
"Want me to fly for a while?" 

"Nah." 


David stood up and kissed Tico. "Here, it's your turn to play the ‘watch the stupid boring screen’ game for a 
while." 


There, that sounded like little-kid David. For the past couple days, he'd been acting his actual age, and Tico was 


starting to miss his inner five-year-old. 
That was probably weird, now that he thought about it. 


Tico sat in the copilot's chair, pulling up the video screen to make sure the spy ship was still in their line of 


vision. Jon was right, it hadn't moved at all in relation to their ship. 

David leaned down and kissed him on the cheek. "I'm gonna go take a nap." 

"Maybe I'll come join you in a little bit." 

"Mm, that'd be rice." Another kiss, and David headed to the back. Jon glanced over at Tico. 
"What?" 

"Be careful with him" 

"Excuse me?" 

"David. Be careful with him." 

"He's not a kid, Jon" 

"No, but he acts like one." 


"Sometimes." 


"Yes. And this is one of those times. You know this can't go past us getting off this ship." 

"Yes." 

‘I'm not sure he does. Or he knows, and doesn't realize it. Or he thinks your rebellious side'll kick in and you'll 
say ‘fuck the rules' for him. You and | both know its not worth risking your job over. | don't think he does, and 
I'm pretty sure the Tico Torres he has in his mind would pick David over his job." 


"The Tico Torres he has in his mind?" 


"Oh yeah. A seething hotbed of masculinity with a sensitive side that would put the most charmingly befuddled 


guy in one of those shitty romance holograms to shame." 

Tico chuckled. "And which part of that isn't true?" 

"Obviously the masculine part" 

"Obviously." 

"l'm serious about this, Teek" 

"| know, boss," Tico said, and stood up. "And | know what l'm doing. He's gonna be the boss before too long, 


wouldn't be in my best interest to break his heart. He'll ‘accidentally’ send me off with a load of bombs that 


are all set to blow up." 
"So you'll make sure - " 
"Jon, | promise. David will know exactly what this is before it has a chance to surprise him." 


Jon frowned as Tico walked off. Somehow, he doubted that. 


"Hey, Tico?" 

Why the sweet Hell would someone try to talk to him when he was sleeping? Tico frowned and closed his eyes 
more tightly, pulling his arms more firmly around David. When his arms hit his own chest, his frown deepened 
and he opened one eye. David had moved away to sit up next to him on the bed. 


"Something wrong?" 


"No. Maybe. No. | was just thinking." 


Tico sighed and propped his head up on his hand, elbow resting on the pillow. "About?" 
"The day after tomorrow." 


Jon was such a dick. Tico wanted to jump up and run down the hall to shout at him that see, David can take 
care of himself, you condescending ass. Instead he just sat up a little more. "And?" 


"Are you playing stupid, or do you really not know what l'm getting at?" 

| know what you're talking about. | just want to see exactly where you're going.” 

"| don't know where l'm going. | just - | kinda don't want to leave." 

Tico pushed himself up to sit next to David and wrapped an arm around him. "You have to.” 
"This can't go off the ship, can it?" 

"Not if you want to keep your job." 

"| don't have to." 

"Don't be stupid, David. You're not gonna give up your job for a couple nights of good sex." 
"That's all this is, isn't it" David sighed and rested his head on Tico's shoulder. 

"Right now, yeah." 

"Could it be more?" 

"Maybe. Who knows? But the gamble isn't worth either of our jobs." 

"No." 

David settled against Tico, nuzzling his neck. 

"But we still have tonight, and tomorrow, and the morning before you leave." 

Tico tightened his arm around David's shoulders; David kissed his neck. 


"And if, after you've left, you wanted to call me sometimes, or come visit - to check up on me, of course - | 
Y Y P 


don't see why anyone would have a problem with that" 


Tico could feel David's smile. 

"| sure wouldn't have a problem with it" 

He wasn't sure, but he had a good feeling David's smile widened. "Me neither." 
Richie impatiently tapped the radar screen. Jon glanced over. 

"Something wrong?" 

"Any chance this is broken?" 


"The screen, maybe. Doubtful, but maybe. As long as the blips stay the same, he's not getting any closer, so 
we're fine. Why?" 


"| just - this is weird. | don't like it" 

Tough shit, tag-along. "Why?" 

"Waiting for them to make the first move. We're sitting ducks.” 
‘Not a patient guy, are you?" 

"Not trained to be." 


"To be honest, | don't love waiting either. But the alternatives are jail or getting blown to pieces. Either way, we 
don't get the shit where it's going." 


"You're being awfully careful for someone with no real interest in the moon Even Tico's willing to take the risk, 


and it's his home we're trying to save." 

Jon shrugged. "I don't want to let anyone down" 

Specifically Kelly." 

"You're acting awfully insightful for a vagrant," Jon snapped. 
"No need to get defensive." 


"I'm not.” 


"Right. Whatever. Anyway, | just feel like - we're gonna be at the moon in, what, a day? Day and a half? 
They're not gonna let us get this there safely. Something has to happen, and fairly soon" 


"| know." 

"And we're just going to wait for it?" 

"Yes." 

Richie sighed. "I just - we're gonna get blown to pieces either way, apparently. So why not go down fighting?" 
Jon glanced over at Richie. "Who says we're not going to? I'm just not gonna do anything to him when he's that 
far back. Gives anyone he has hiding out there time to get us. Besides, we don't even know if Tico's weapons 


are disabled" 


"They aren't. Even if his ‘lets shoot the fucker attitude didn't give it away, I've done enough snooping to know 
this baby's good to go." 


Jon snorted. "| should've known." 
"Well, what do you expect? You take someone like that and take away all his rules, and - " 


"Don't start this again. Tico isn't a ‘someone like that and | haven't taken away all his rules. And if you want to 
criticize, maybe youd like my job?" 


‘lm not trying to be a dick" 
"You just kind of naturally are, huh." 
Richie grinned. "Apparently." 


Jon raised his eyebrows and grinned at Richie, then turned his attention back to his flying. Not a full five 


minutes of silence passed before Richie spoke again 
"Shit." 

"What?" 

"The ship's moving." 

"Of course it is, l'm fly - " 


"No. The other fucking ship. It's coming closer." 


"How fast?" 
Richie pulled up the video screen - the answer, apparently, was fast Jon swore. 
"Go get Tico. Hurry.” 


Giggling is not a particularly manly sound. But coming from David, who was squirming on the bed as Tico tickled 


him, it didn't sound odd at all 

"Teek - Teek - stop, stop, | can't - " 

He cut himself off with a fit of giggles as Tico shifted to straddle his thighs and keep him from getting away. 
"Not ticklish, eh?" 

"Stop!" 

"Whats the magic word?" 


David started to speak but whatever he wanted to say was lost in another fit of giggling and squirming when 
Tico's hands attacked the base of his ribs. 


"Pl - please! Please stop!" 
"That's not it" 

"That's not it either 

"Blowjob?" 

Tico grinned and rolled off of David. "There we go” 
"Horny bastard’ 

"The word ‘pleasantly’ belongs in there somewhere” 


Poor David was having a hard time getting any thoughts out. This time, he was stopped by Richie bursting in 
the room right as he opened his mouth. Good thing he had the sheet pulled up to his waist, or Richie would 


have gotten an eyeful, 
"Tico, we need you out there now. The other ship - " 
Tico bolted off the bed and rushed out the door, not stopping to put a shirt on 


"David, come on, if we start shooting it'll get rough. You've gotta be strapped into a seat or you'll get tossed 
around like crazy." 


will, as soon as you leave so | can put some pants on. 
"| will y | | put pants on" 


"Ohhh, okay. Right. Good call.” 


When David got to the cabin, Tico and Jon were locked in a heated debate over who got the pilot's chair. Jon 
wouldn't hand over the controls on the grounds that Tico would do "something fucking stupid and get us all 
killed". Richie watched silently from his usual seat behind the copilot's chair. 

"Jon, it's his ship." 


David had a feeling if Jon didn't have to watch where he was flying, he'd be shooting David the mother of all 
angry glares. "And I'm his boss." 


"Give. Me. The. Goddamned. Controls, Jon. You're going to get us all killed” 

"Me? Youre the one who wants to - " 

"Jon!" David snapped. "Give him the fucking controls. You can take over if he actually does something stupid" 
This time, Jon did glare at David, muttering something about "cocksucker" that David chose to ignore. Tico took 
his pilot's chair, and Jon flopped into the copilots seat, still grumbling. David strapped himself in behind the 


pilots chair. 


Truth be told, Jon was the more experienced fighter pilot, but they'd never get anything done with Tico pissed 
off at him. 


"So what's the plan?" Richie asked. 
"We're - " 


"Doing it my way now, Jon. Rich, see that button on the left armrest? Push it" 


A control panel slid out of the floor. "Those are the weapons controls. Look familiar enough for you to handle?" 
"Hell yes." 

"Good. We're gonna fly up and back over this fucker, and drop enough shit on him to wipe out fucking Jupiter. 
Jon, keep an eye on that radar and start yelling if anyone tries to come to our party. David, you sit there and 
don't die or anything. Got it?" 

"Got it," three voices replied in unison. 

“Alright. Here we go." 

David was pressed back into the seat as the ship turned up sharply, gripping the armrests to keep from 
getting tossed around as they banked hard to the left and flew around until they were directly over the spy 
ship. 

"Rich, go for it. Shoot to kill” 

"To kill? But - " 


Tico snapped his head around, glaring at David even as he spoke to Richie. "To kill, Rich. Fire whenever." 


Tico's eyes might have been glowing red and his teeth replaced with dripping fangs for as much as the look in 
his eyes and the cold harshness in his usually-warm voice scared David. He bit his lip and shut up. 


"We don't need to kill ‘em, Teek. | mean, if we just disable them we'll buy enough time to get to the - " 


"Shoot. To. Fucking. Kill. Right fucking now, or I'm coming over there and doing it myself and this ship will not fly 
herself." 


Tico's voice was even harsher; David felt another bolt of fear shoot up his spine, making him shiver. Where 


the Hell had this Tico come from? 


Richie just clenched his jaw, nodded, and pushed a series of the buttons in front of him. The explosion that 
followed sent a shudder through the ship. David had to clench his teeth to keep from being sick all over the 
floor. Who was in that ship? People he knew? Maybe - the Department of Defense offices were next to the 
Department of Transportation offices, and David's had been right at the end of the Transportation area, so he 
got to know quite a few of the Defense guys, and - 


Stop. Right there. Or it was gonna take a Hell of a lot more than closing his mouth to keep from vomiting all 


over the place. 


"Teek, two more." 


"Where?" 

"Below us, coming up, one on each side. Fighter ships." 

"Rich, do your thing.’ 

Richie nodded again, but as he was reaching for the control panel, another explosion sounded and the ship shook 
so hard David worried he'd bruise where the straps crisscrossed his chest. He whimpered and tightened his 
grip on the armrests until his knuckles turned white. 

"David, go find out what they hit." 


"But _w 


"Hold on to the walls so you don't fall over if we get hit or hit someone else. Just look around until you see 


smoke, and come back and tell me where it is" 
"Tico, | can't - " 


"Fucking Hell, David, just do it! | need to fly and | can't fucking spare Jon or Richie right now so you have to 
check. Go" 


David swallowed hard and unstrapped himself, starting tentatively down the hall. The ship rocked violently again, 
and he braced himself against the wall, cringing. He didn't hear any swearing from the cabin, so he assumed 
nothing had hit them this time. Must have gotten one of the other ships - yep, there was Richie cheering. 

He turned down the hall with the bedrooms - and started coughing almost immediately. Smoke was billowing 
down the hall, but if he squinted he could just about see that the whole hall was intact. The smoke was coming 
from behind what was left of the door at the end. 


"What is it?" Tico asked as soon as he reentered the cabin They were fairly stationary for the moment; the 


observation screen showed nothing but space, the radar conspicuously silent. 
"Whatever's at the end of the bedroom hallway." 
Tico frowned. "That's where we were storing your ship. Looks like you and Jon are stuck with me." 


"We couldn't go back now anyway," Jon said. "How many government officials you think we just killed? They 


wouldn't exactly welcome us back with open arms." 


"True" 


David sank into his chair. "So we just have to stay out here." 


"Looks like it," Tico said. It hadn't been a question. David hadn't wanted an answer. He was stuck God knows how 
far from home and everything he knew, on a ship with three men who killed without a second thought. 


Scratch that, Richie had questioned it. Two without a second thought and one without a third. 


And Tico insisted on vocalizing it. The finality of that "looks like it" delivered in Tico's still-frigid voice was 
crushing. 


"Are we clear for a while?" 

Jon checked the screens in front of him. "I don't see anything. We've gotta pick up speed, though." 
"Yeah, taken care of." 

"So | can go lie down for a while?" David asked. 

Jon nodded. "Yeah. You probably need it, huh?" 

David didn't bother to answer. 

"David?" 


Tico's voice slithered its way through the haze of sleep over David, all the coldness from earlier gone. He 


opened his eyes and looked up - the anger was gone from his eyes, too. 
"You wanna come sleep in my bed?" 
Yes. 


Wait, no. David wasn't sure he wanted to spend any time with someone who could turn into the Tico from 


earlier with very little provocation 
‘lm pretty comfy here.” 

"Want company?" 

"| - there isn't a lot of room." 


Tico frowned and leaned down to kiss David. "Okay. Come find me when you wake up." 


David nodded in what he hoped was a noncommittal way, and waited until Tico had left the room before he 


closed his eyes and settled in to go back to sleep. 


And hey, if that didn't work, he could easily pretend to be asleep until they made it to Pluto's moon. Then he 
could figure out how to get the Hell back home. 


If Jon hadn't woken David up, he might very well have actually slept until Pluto. 

"Are you okay?" 

"Peachy," he mumbled, lifting his face from his pillow just enough so Jon could understand him. 
"Tico's worried about you." 

David rolled over onto his back. "If I'm bothering him he can just blow me up." 

‘Oh Jesus." Jon rolled his eyes. "You're not holding that against him, are you?" 

"Apparently | am." 

Jon sighed and sat down on the bed. David rolled over to face away from him. 


"David, we had to do it. He's not some vicious bloodthirsty killer, he just knew that we'd be fucked if we let 


them live." 

"Richie said we didn't have to kill - " 

"Richie was wrong. And if you asked him now | bet he'd admit that. If we'd disabled the spy ship, the two 
fighters would have come after us. And the time it took to fight them off - without killing anyone, since 
you're so insistent on mercy - would have been plenty of time for the spy ship to call for more fighter ships 
and to alert half the goddamn galaxy to where we were. If we didn't get rid of them, we'd never make it to 
Charon." 

David just pulled his blanket more tightly around him. 

"You want to get out of here, don't you?" 


David nodded. Jon sighed. 


"IIl have to talk to Tico and Richie about it, but | have friends | can call. They won't ask questions, and they'll 


get you home fine. It might actually be better to have you back home - they're not gonna let us get away 
with that, but you can give ‘em fake coordinates and shit. So I'll talk to the others, if you want." 


"Would you?" 

"No problem, kid" 

Kid? David frowned, but didn't say anything. There was no point in correcting him. 
Tico frowned at the control panel. "He wants to leave?" 

"Yeah. This isn't really his element, Teek" 

‘| know, but." 

He trailed off, still just looking at the steering controls. 


"But what, Tico? We've already talked about this. Whatever you two have, it can't go any farther than - oh. 
You want to keep him on the ship." 


"| just don't think he, with all this information about where we are and where we're going and how to get us, 


should be running around government buildings." 

"Of course." Jon didn't sound like he believed that. Tico scowled. 

"Who's to say he isn't just gonna run right to - " 

"Don't be an idiot. It's David" 

"Yeah, but - " 

"Shut up, Teek. You don't have to be a dick to convince me you don't want David to stay just so you can 
pretend he never has to leave. | believe you. Now let me fly for a while so | can call my friends to come get 


him." 


Tico opened his mouth and closed it again without a word. Little bastard. He clenched his jaw, handed Jon the 


controls, and stormed out. 


Jon sighed - emotional attachments always fucked things up. He should have put a stop to it before it had a 
chance to get that far. Oh well, they'd live. He pushed the button for the com system. 


"Asteroid X-I], 34-55 south, 138-36 east, com unit 69-132-155-56:" 


Six 


‘lm not your bloody taxi service, Jon" 
Jon sighed. "I know. But you're my friend who does favors for me because then | owe him favors." 


Joe Elliott laughed, face lighting up on the screen. "And how do you know I'm not doing them out of the 
goodness of my heart?" 


"How long have | known you?" 


"Too long, apparently." Joe sighed. "Alright. Can you stay in one place long enough for us to come get you, or 


will | have to track you all over the bleedin’ galaxy?" 


"We're right near Neptune. We can stop on one of the moons for a little bit, but if anyone comes after us we 


have to keep moving." 

"What the Hell did you get yourself into?" 

"Long story, I'll tell you when you get here. We'll be on Triton, how fast can you get out here?" 
"Ill have Viv drive, so..yesterdayish." 

Jon grinned. "Thanks a lot, Joe." 

"Yeah, yeah. You owe me.” 

"Of course.” 


Tico came storming into the cabin not a full minute after Jon landed on Triton. Oops, Jon probably should have 


told him the plan, but Operation Avoid the Angry Man had been going so well. 
"Why the fuck are we stopping?" 

"To wait for David's ride." 

Tico growled. "We don't have time to wait." 


"Yes we do, because your radar extends several hundred miles farther than anyone thinks it does. And you're 


going to sit here and be ready to fly away at first notice - but you're not going to leave until | say so - and 


Richie's going to sit here and watch the radar so if anyone comes close we can get out of here before they 


know we've seen ‘em." 
"You're awfully commanding on someone else's ship." 


"Yes. And you're not going to do anything against what | just told you because you don't want to upset David. 
Now take the controls, and I'll go get Richie and tell David to get his shit together. 


Tico growled again. "Now how is Richie supposed to know what your little friend's ship looks like so he doesn't 


run away from it?" 


Jon smirked. "They won't show up on your radar. Closest thing to pirates there are, remember? And every 


good pirate has a decent cloaking device." 


Jon turned and walked out of the room, leaving Tico grumbling in his chair. 


Tico couldn't have said whether it was actually a group of men who came spilling into his ship when Jon opened 
the door or some kind of hairy chatty whirlwind, but either way it didn't help his mood. He slipped out of his 
chair and started down the hall to the sitting room, growling when he was knocked aside by a blonde walking 


quickly down the hall. Guests. Ugh. 


The crew from the asteroid wouldn't have argued Tico's comments about being "the closest thing to pirates" 


very heartily, mostly because they couldn't deny it. 


Joe Elliott, Phil Collen, Rick Allen, Rick "Sav" Savage, and another man named Steve Clark were the sons of the 
men and woman who had abandoned the moon bases back when Earth decided it was time to colonize the 
galaxy. As Joe told it, the woman - Phil's mother - had gone right out and found a man, gotten married, got 
pregnant, and the men who had deserted with her got jealous. Jon assumed there was more to the story than 
that, but whatever it was, the men who'd left with her all went and found wives and had babies of their own, 


all within about seven years of each other. 


They'd grown up incredibly closely knit. It could very easily have gone the other way - with no one else around 
and none of them leaving home very often and never for very long, it would have been very easy to get sick 


of each other and want to leave. Especially when their parents started dying. 


Unbeknownst to them, those stationed at the military base they had deserted had been test subjects for a 
genetic modification drug. It greatly increased their ability as soldiers, but wore on their immune systems 
terribly. The drug was never brought into mainstream use, but the damage had been done: by the time Phil 
turned twenty-two he was the oldest left on the asteroid; half their parents were dead from the drugs, a 


couple had taken their own lives out of grief, and the remaining two or three had apparently decided the 


children weren't enough to tie them down. 


Alone, the boys had to resort to what they knew - they knew how to fly (and they had their fathers’ ships) 
and they knew delivery ships tended to pass close by their asteroid. So they started stealing from those ships 
- just the essentials at first, then as they figured out what they could get away with, they took whatever 
they wanted. 


Phil learned to hack into com systems so they could avoid ships headed for places they were really needed, 
Rick started toying with cloaking devices and somehow figured out how to make their ships invisible to radar. 
Joe and Steve were incredible pilots, both for very different reasons - Joe flew like a maniac and should have 
killed himself and the rest of them several times over but always managed to pull off something impossible 
with everyone intact, while Steve was so careful and calculated the rest of them sometimes wondered if he 
had figured out a way to psychically link to whatever it was they were headed for. Sav, for his part, was an 
excellent talker, and could very easily charm his way on to ships so they didn't have to use force. Too good a 
talker, Joe would say after Sav went to him looking for a book or something and ended up going back to his 


house with Joe's favorite jacket. 


The robbing was fun, gave them all a good rush, and certainly sustained them. But it was dangerous; they all 
knew it was just a matter of time before they tried to steal the wrong something from the wrong pilot. It was 
time to go straight, get real jobs, stop stealing from people. 


‘One last run," Steve had begged, the night they decided to give it up for good. 


He'd been right; it was very definitely his last. They'd all had a bad feeling about it from early on in the game, 
but they'd agreed to go through with it one last time. And besides, once Sav had convinced the guy to let 
them on his ship, it was hard to back out. 


None of them were sure exactly what went wrong. They circulated blame for a long - too long - time 
afterwards: Sav didn't give the pilot enough sleeping pills, Phil's yelp of pain when he dropped a crate on his 
foot had been too loud, Rick was the one who dropped the crate on Phil's poor foot, Joe hadn't been paying 
attention at his lookout post. Whatever happened, the pilot woke up and opened fire. All but one escaped. All but 
Steve. 


They all handled it differently. Sav, the biggest talker among them, went silent for a year. No warning, no real 
explanation, he just stopped talking. And when a year passed, he started again like nothing had happened - his 
first words were "Pass the ketchup, Phil?" 


Rick buried himself in books, studying everything that could have possibly gone wrong, learning ways to make 
them not go wrong in the future. By the time he'd finished “fixing up" their ships, you'd be hard pressed to 
find a man with a better mind for defensive tactics than Rick Allen. If they'd known, the Department of 
Defense would have killed to get him working for them. 


No one knew exactly how Phil dealt with it. He stayed in his house for the most part, flying out every now and 
again to God knows where, not talking to anyone. He didn't go mute like Sav, he'd have a short conversation if 

he ran into one of the others, but he avoided running into them as much as he could. Joe figured when he left 
he was going to whorehouses to fill - quite literally - the physical void Steve's death had left him with, but no 


one had a blessed clue what he was doing with his time alone in his house. 


Joe left. The day after the funeral, he took his ship and headed for Earth. Took a job as a shipper, the good 
honest work he'd had in mind when he'd urged the others to quit robbing. He kept in touch with the others - 
Rick, mostly, as Phil wasn't all that chatty and Sav wasn't talking at all - a little, but for all intents and 
purposes he was gone. Years went by, and he started to miss them. Not that he hadn't expected to, they'd 
been practically family their entire lives, but he hadn't expected it to get as bad as it did. Finding out he was in 


line for a promotion he didn't want was the perfect excuse to leave and head home. 


He was welcomed back into the fold with open arms. Especially when the others learned he'd saved most of his 
earnings over the years and, with the amount of artificial soil and farming supplies they'd collected in the early 


days, they could sustain themselves perfectly well without risking their lives or harming anyone else. 


Not long after Joe returned, a ship crashed into their asteroid. The man piloting it was running away - from 
what he never said, and they never pressed him. He'd crashed his ship on purpose, wishing for death; in the 
last few moments he'd realized he didn't really want to die, but by then it was too late to steer out of the 
way. His name was Vivian Campbell, his past was something he didn't want to discuss, and he was welcomed 
into the group with little hesitation - especially when they learned he was just as good a pilot as Steve had 
been. Phil was more welcoming than the rest, and more than once Joe had thwapped Sav or Rick on the back 


of the head when the phrase “filling a physical void" came up in talks about the two of them 

It was true, of course, but still. Have a little bloody tact. 

"Thanks again for coming, Joe." 

"No problem. Oh Jesus - will you three control yourselves? Bloody five-year-olds.” 

Rick, Phil, and Vivian glanced up from whatever they were poking at for just a minute before returning their 

attention to something far more interesting than the guy telling them to behave. Jon didn't really blame them 
- a hybrid cargo/batle/living ship wasn't exactly common He'd done the same thing the first time he'd been 
on board, and like with him Tico would let them know when they were poking too much. 

And if they didn't listen to his growling, they deserved the inevitable bruises. 


"So where's the guy? And is he cute?" 


Joe smacked Sav's arm. "We're not here to find you a man" 


"| was just asking." 

Jon frowned. "Why the Hell would | know if he's cute? Anyway, he's had a rough couple of days. Hands off." 
"Jesus, | was just asking. Where is he?" 

"Go down that hall all the way, turn left, it's the first door on the right" 

Sav nodded and took off down the hall. Jon raised an eyebrow at Joe. 


"Don't give me that look, | can't control him any better than you can. Now, you need to tell me why, exactly, 


we're here." 


David stuffed the last shirt in his bag and zipped it shut. Taking one last look around the room, he saw Tico's 
book sitting on the bedside table. He'd been right in the middle of a chapter when he put it down last night - 
did he have time to finish it? 


He had time to try, he decided, dropping his bag and sitting down on the bed. He was only a couple pages in 
when the door opened. 


"Jon, go the fuck away and let me finish my chapter. I'll be ready to go soon" 
"Ooh, you're friendly," a strange voice replied. "But I'm not Jon" 

David peeked over his book. "So | see. And you are?" 

"One fifth of your ride out of here." 

"That's an unusual name." 

"Sav." 

"Also unusual." 


‘lm Rick, actually, but my friend's Rick too and they all got mad at me for calling him ‘Rick two! all the time, 
so I'm Sav. And you're David, right?" 


David nodded. "I just wanna finish this part, so you can go tell whoever sent you I'll be out soon" 


Sav shrugged and sat on the bed. "No one sent me. Are you reading a textbook?" 


"Uh," David blushed a little. "Maybe." 

"Mind if | ask why?" 

"You can, if you promise to stop talking and let me read after." 
"Deal. Why are you reading a textbook?" 

"| feel like it" 

"Oh, come on. That's not a real answer." 

"Didn't say I'd give you one. Now shhh." 


Sav pouted and leaned back against the headboard. David (who was, indeed, cute, Sav decided) just winked at 
him and went back to his book. 


"Bon Jovi, you're insane." 


Jon shrugged. "Even if | didn't want to do it - which | did, do, because I'm not sure | could live with myself if | 
just let that happen - | wasn't gonna say no to Tico." 


"Need any help with anything?" 
"David. And you've already gotten that taken care of, so nothing right now. But thanks for offering." 


‘Its very noble of you. And if we were willing to fuck over the government in the name of shiny new toys, 


we're certainly willing to do it for a good cause." 

"Well - " 

"Jon, there's a ship showing up on the radar. Can't see it with the camera" Richie poked his head in. 
"Fuck. Alright, we've gotta get going. Rich, go get David and tell him he's leaving now, and then find Tico." 
Joe frowned a little. "Do they know you can see ‘em yet?" 


Richie shook his head. "They're right at the edge of the screen, so we've still got a good twenty minutes 
before they know.’ 


Joe nodded. "Rick!" 

Richie stepped aside so Rick could come in the room. "This ship is fucking incredible. How is this even legal?" 
"We don't let anyone who'd tell us its illegal near it," Jon explained. Rick smirked. 

"Rick, you think you could make the incredible wonder ship invisible in twenty minutes?" 


"Um. Depends what | can get for tools. The ship should have a decent one built in, but itll be a pain in the ass 
to get it going if it's been disabled right." 


Richie grinned. "Meet me in the cabin in two seconds," and darted off. 
"Mechanic," Jon explained. 

"Good. Give us ten minutes, then" Rick headed for the cabin to meet Richie. 
"Well, that's handy," Jon said. 


Joe smiled. "He's good to have around. Once we're cloaked we'll have to take off because they'll know you're 


here, but we can just land on another moon and they won't find us. Then we can work out a plan for David" 
"A plan?" 


"Well you're not just going to send him back to Mars like nothing happened, are you? He needs a story - why 
did he get back when you didn't? We need to work stuff like that out." 


"Right. Right, right. Duh." 

Joe shook his head. "Good thing you have me, isn't it? Bloody idiot" 

Rick poked his head in. "We're cloaked. How'd | do for time?" 

"Eleven minutes," Joe said. "Don't be so slow next time, eh?" 

Rick flipped him off, grinning. "Wouldn't have taken so long if Richie hadn't dropped a wrench on my foot:" 


"Tell Viv to fly us over to whatever the nearest moon is, huh? I'll go get our ship and meet you there." Rick 


nodded and hurried off. 


Joe stood up. "See you in a few minutes, then If any of my boys piss you off, send your mechanic after ‘em 


with a wrench." 


Tico almost fell out of his chair when the ship took off. What the Hell? 

He stormed down the hall, turning back into the kitchen when he saw Jon in there. 

"Why are we flying?" 

"Someone showed up on our radar, so we're heading to the next moon over." 

"Why aren't we going farther than that?" 

"One of the asteroid guys enabled your cloaking device." 

Tico growled. Who said anyone could go poking around in his controls? Granted, having the cloaking device on 
was a good idea, and something he probably should have thought of, but they could have fucking asked before 
they went poking around 

"Wait a minute. You're here, I'm here, who the Hell is flying my ship?" 

"Viv," Jon said calmly. 


"Oh. Viv. Right. Who the fuck is Viv?" 


"Tico, calm down. Viv's one of the asteroid guys, and you couldn't ask for a better pilot to be flying instead of 
you. | know this is kind of intrusive - " 


"Kind of?" 
"Really intrusive. But we had to move fast so we couldn't take the time to convince you to let them do 
anything, and | didn't want to get my head bitten off anyway. You know I'm not gonna let anyone | don't trust 


mess around with your ship, Teek. | know you're upset about David - " 


‘lm not fucking upset about David. I'm fucking upset about you letting people | don't fucking know on my ship 
and letting them fucking poke around and mess with shit and fucking fly her without asking." 


"Fine. Next time I'll ask first. I'm sure the people who want to kill us will be grateful that we're holding still for 
them." 


Tico opened his mouth to snap back at Jon, but was silenced by the ship landing with a jolt. 


"Whoops," they heard faintly from the cabin, then Viv yelled, "Sorry!" 


"tll fucking show him sorry,’ Tico snarled, starting down the hall. Jon bolted out of his chair and after him, 
grabbing his arm and pulling him to a stop. 


"No killing my friend.” 


Viv stood up and smiled at them sheepishly. "Sorry about that, she's faster than she looks. Richie just popped 


outside to see if there's any damage." 
"If it's damaged, then you can kill him," Jon told Tico. 


A few minutes later, Richie climbed back in and shed his spacesuit. "Nothing broken. There's a couple scratches 
on the landing gear, | wouldn't have noticed ‘em if | wasn't looking for ‘em." 


"| get to live, then?" 


"For now," Tico growled. Viv laughed, although he probably wouldn't have thought it was a joke if he'd been 
looking at Tico. 


"This is a great ship, really. Is there food on it?" 
"No, Viv, we don't need food to stay alive so there's none on the ship." 
Jon sighed. "Tico, go lie down before you burst a blood vessel." 


‘lm not gonna fucking lie down and let everyone run around like fucking animals on my ship." Jon was starting 


to worry Tico's voice was going to be permanently threatening. 

"No, you're going to go lie down and let everyone sit nicely in the kitchen and have some food. Go." 
Tico growled, but turned and left. Phil raised an eyebrow at Jon. 

"He always this friendly?" 


"He's usually nicer, when the government isn't planning to kill his family and his almost-boyfriend isn't about to 


leave him and he doesn't have to deal with enthusiastic strangers." 
"Oh. Well, under the circumstances I'd say the crarkiness is forgivable." 


Jon nodded. "Come on, we can eat while we wait for Joe." 


Poke. 

Poke. 

Poke. 

David swatted Sav's hand away from his ribs. "Stop it" 
Poke. 

"Why are you poking me?" 

"You said you were just gonna finish the one chapter. 

"| lied" 

"You're not being very social." 

‘| don't remember saying | was gonna be." 

"You invited me in, you're supposed to keep me entertained." 
David closed the book and set it on the table. "I didn't invite you in" 
"You didn't tell me to leave. It's the same thing.” 

"No it's not." 


"Sure it is" 


"Yes." 
"Are you five years old?" 


"You found me out. | was hoping the wrinkles would be a convincing disguise, too." 


David laughed. 


Tico glanced up at the sound of David laughing. The doors connecting his room to the bathroom and the 
bathroom to David's room had been left open, and the laughter floated right in to taunt him. He couldn't even 
get David to talk to him and someone else was making him laugh? Motherfuck. Who the Hell was it? 


He got up and went in the bathroom, peeking around the door. The blonde who'd pushed him in the hallway was 
lying on the bed with David, the two of them laughing about God knows what. 


So he'd be nice to a stranger, not to Tico. Fine. Fuck him, then. 


"Alright boys, we need a couple things. A story for David, thoroughly detailed so he can answer any question 
anyone might throw his way. We need a plan for what David and what's-her-face with the tits - " 


"Kelly," Jon said. 


"Kelly with the tits are gonna do back on Mars, and we need a plan for you three to get to Charon without 
getting killed." 


All nine of them were sitting around the kitchen table - a couple of them standing or sitting on the table or 
kneeling on the floor, since Tico's ship wasn't really set up for so many. Joe sat at the head, slipping into the 


role of dictator so easily Tico hadn't even bothered to start with the "its my ship, l'm in charge" argument. 


That might have had something to do with how close David and Sav were sitting, though. He was a little 
distracted. 


"Easy," Richie spoke up. "He was trying to get us to turn ourselves in, so we threw him off the ship. But we're 
not total assholes, so we tossed him with his spacesuit and bag, and you guys just happened along." 


"Nah," Phil spoke up. "We wouldn't be out this far." 


"Anyway," Joe cut in, "we can probably come up with a story to preserve Jon's dignity, should he decide he 
wants to keep his job." 


"Tico kidnapped them," Rick spoke up. "Got to the moon expecting to pick up that shipment, got told it was 
cancelled, got pissed. Loaded the shipment anyway. Jon and David tried to stop him - " 


"Richie held them at gunpoint. He was, of course, ‘broken down’ out there on purpose - come on, the galaxy's 


best mechanic just happened to run out of the right parts? - as a decoy, so once they got on Tico's ship they 


couldn't outnumber him. He's a barbarian, right? Always thinking of shit like that - and no, Captain, | don't 
actually think you're barbaric. They do, though." 


Richie nodded at Viv. "Right, of course. So we forced them to go along with it, totally against their will. Why 


are we sending David, with all the information he has, back?" 


"Jon called us," Joe spoke up. "Secretly, of course. Asked us to come get him. When we got here, we couldn't 


overpower Tico and Richie enough to get both Jon and David off the ship. We knocked out Richie - " 
"Fuck that, knock out Tico," Richie interrupted. Joe laughed. 

“Alright, we knocked out Tico. That alright with you, Captain?" 

"Fine." 


"And managed to get David. Jon, noble bastard that he is, elected to stay on the ship so he could keep them 


from coming after us until we got David safely home" 
David looked up from the notepad where he'd been scribbling the story down. "That all?" 
Joe took the notepad. "Any holes in the story?" 

"Yeah," Jon said. "How was one of me enough to keep them from going after David?" 


"You're a smooth talker," Sav said. "You didn't use force, you convinced them heading back away from Charon 


would ruin the whole mission." 


Joe nodded. "That's believable. You're not the best talker in the world, but it wouldn't be hard for David to 
convince whoever he's telling this to that Tico and Richie aren't very smart. So the million dollar question is, 
Tico, are you alright with this story? It does completely ruin your name, and you'll most definitely lose your 
job." 


Fine with me. Wasn't too big on working for the bloodthirsty assholes after this, anyway." 


David bit his lip to stop from telling Tico he lost his right to call them "bloodthirsty assholes" the second he 
barked out the "shoot to kill" command. 


“Alright, then" Joe handed the notepad back to David. "You've got some memorizing to do on the way home. 


Now, as for what you'll do when you get there - 


‘Ive got this," Jon said. "You're gonna move into my apartment. Get the spare key from Kelly - she's welcome 
to stay too. That way | can keep in touch with you two unmonitored. Anyone asks, you're staying there 
because | asked you to keep an eye on my shit. And tell them my com units broken - they can't check up on 


it because it's in my house, they'd need a warrant. 

I'm gonna call you at my apartment every night and tell you where we are. You are then, the next day, going 
to make up some faraway coordinates and tell them that's where we were headed last you knew. They ask how 
you know where we are, tell ‘em | hooked up a tracking device to Tico's ship and kept the receiver at home. 
After a couple days they'll just assume the receiver's broken - no way will they think youre lying to them, 
Mr. Picture of Innocence - but by then we should have made it to Charon. Got all that?" 

David nodded; Joe stared at Jon 

"Bloody Hell, so you're not completely useless after all” 

Jon shrugged. “Apparently not." 


“Alright, we've got David taken care of," Viv said. "What about you three?" 


"We're just gonna head straight to Charon. We've got the cloaking thing on, we're not that far, we should be 


fine," Tico answered. 

Rick sucked in his breath. "Don't put too much faith in the cloaking device. You can't be seen with a camera, 
and you won't show up on long-distance radar, but there was some stuff missing. You'll show up on radar once 
a ship gets fairly close." 

"So we shoot anyone who comes after us." 

David cringed; Tico pretended not to notice. 

"That's the best you have for a plan?" 

"Its my fucking ship, and it's what we're fucking doing.” 

“Alright, fine. Whatever you think'll work, you're the captain 


"So we're set, then?" Jon asked. 


Joe nodded. "I think so. We've gotta refuel before we head back with David, there's a station on the other half 
of the moon. We'll go do that, then come back and get him. Come on, guys." 


‘lm gonna stay here with David," Sav said. "Ill help him work on his story, or something.” 
Tico pretended not to notice David smiling at Sav. 


Joe shrugged. “Alright. Rick, Phil, Viv, go get on the ship." They nodded at him and left. "David, why don't you go 


get your stuff? We can load up now so as soon as we refuel we can get going.” 


David nodded and went to his room to get his bag. Tico got up and left to sulk somewhere. Jon looked over at 


Sav. 
"You don't have to be so nice to him, he's - " 
"No, | like him. He's friendly." Sav hopped up and followed David down the hall. 


Jon raised an eyebrow. "If there's one word | wouldn't use to describe David lately, it's friendly. Moody, maybe. 


Judgmental, | could make a case for. A big cranky jerk would be accurate." 

"Eh, its Sav," Joe said "He could kill your mum right in front of you, and have you smiling about it five 
minutes later. We'll refuel as fast as we can and get back here - | get the feeling we've worn out our 
welcome." 

‘Its Tico. Ignore him, he's not really having a good week." 

"We won't make it any worse, then," Joe said, and left before David got back with his bag. 


Tico sat in his pilot's chair, idly picking at a piece of tape on the armrest. Jon watched him for a few minutes, 
looking away only when Joe's ship landed. 


"David, Sav, get out here!" 
They came down the hall a minute later, giggling about something or other. David had his spacesuit on, and 
when Tico looked up he had to clench his jaw to keep from punching the wall at the realization that, no, David 


most definitely wasn't staying. And Tico was the reason he was leaving. 


"Here's your book back, Teek" David's voice was quiet, and if Tico hadn't heard it, he would never have believed 


David had been giggling a minute ago. 
He shook his head and pushed David's hand away. "Keep it. You haven't gotten to the best stuff yet." 


"Oh. Thanks. | - | just, | - thanks. Good luck, with the delivery. And the shooting people, and - good luck. And, uh, 
bye. | guess." 


"Bye." 


David frowned, then turned and followed Sav out the door without another word. 


Seven 


Someone was watching David. 

He rolled over and pulled the blankets down just enough to see that it was Sav, looking concerned. 
"You haven't gotten out of bed since we took off" 

‘lm tired" 

"You're not sleeping.” 

"So?" 

Sav sighed and sat down on the bed. "Are you okay?" 

"Fine." 

"You don't look fine." 

"Maybe your eyes aren't working right" 

He smiled a little. "Maybe. Mind if | lie down?" 

"Don't you have your own bed?" 

"Yep. This is it" 

"Oh. Yeah, lie down then" 

"Can | have some blankets?" 

David sighed and pulled the blankets down far enough for Sav to slide under them. 
"Cozy." 

"| get the feeling this bed wasn't made for two." 

"Nope, we use a different ship if we plan on getting laid. Nice big beds." 


"| can get up if you need more room. | dont want - " 


"Nah, I'm fine. Like | said, cozy." 


David shifted to give Sav a little more room, his body heat filling the space and confirming what he'd said. Yes, 
it was definitely cozy, if a little crowded. 


Then Sav was moving around, and then he was leaning over David and kissing David and for some reason David 
was kissing him right back. Sav's hands came up to cup his face and then slid around to tangle in his hair and 
there was a tongue pushing against his lips and David pulled away. 

"| - | can't, | - I'm sorry, | just - " 

"Hey, calm down. It's okay, don't apologize. I'm sorry. You want me to leave?" 

‘Its your bed" 

"Yeah, but - " 

"You don't have to leave. Just don't kiss me again" 

‘lm sorry." 

"Is okay" 


They lay in silence for a while, still fidgeting to try and give the other enough room without falling off the bed. 


Finally, Sav rolled over on his side, facing David. 
"Better?" 
"Yeah. | can - " 


"Nah. This is fine. But since l'm sharing my bed and not kissing you, you have to answer a question. A real 


answer." 

"Fine. Ask away." 

"What happened that you were so desperate to get away from that ship?" 
David sighed. "| - it's complicated." 

"That's not a real answer." 


"| know. | just - I'm next in line for Jon's job, so l'm supposed to be learning how to do it like he does. So | had 


to go with him to do Tico's evaluation - you go on the ship for a week and make sure all the rules are being 


followed, but it's kind of pointless because no one follows the rules and Jon doesn't care and | get the 
impression from everyone that no ‘good boss cares. And | was kind of.infatuated, | guess is the right word, 


with Tico, so | was excited about going on his ship." 
"And he wasn't gay? Or he turned you down, or what?" 


"No, he was - is - gay. And he didn't turn me down at all. And it was really nice, ‘cause he was a lot less 
angry - not angry. Gruff, maybe, in person than I'd thought he would be. But when we started getting involved 
with stealing that farming stuff - | mean, he has every right to be upset. That's his home, and his family, and 
shit. When those ships came after us, though, he was so fucking angry, he just - he scared me. And | didn't 
like that he could go from the Tico I'd gotten used to to that angry, merciless killer without warning. | knew, or 
part of me knew, we had to kill them to get away. But he was almost freaking happy about killing them. And it 
scared me, and - there's more. But that's the big part" 


"Then that's enough." Sav slid an arm around his waist, meeting his eyes with a question in his own. David 
nodded, and Sav settled against him. "And it all makes sense. Next time, you have to tell me the ‘more’, 


though." 


"Deal." 


David barely made it to the couch in Jon's living room before he collapsed. He'd been smart to spend most of 


the ride home sleeping - if he hadn't built up a reserve, he'd have died of exhaustion hours ago. 


He'd been dropped off at the MWU headquarters, and Joe had been kind enough to radio ahead so he could get 
mobbed at the door. He'd been dragged off and interrogated by the Secretary of Defense, the vice president, 
several military higher-ups, more reporters than he could count, the Secretary of Defense again. A committee 
had pulled him out of an interview to discuss his readiness to stand in as acting Secretary of Transportation 
until they could rescue Jon, then he'd been dragged back off by the vice president. Good thing Sav had spent 
the last hour of the trip making sure he had the story memorized. Even then, by the last round of questions 
he'd been so tired he'd worried he wouldn't get the details right anymore. 


Finally, Kelly dragged him off, claiming that since the stolen shipment was farming supplies, she had just as 
much right to question David as the rest of them. Staring down the Secretary of Defense - on his third round 
of questioning - with a look that would have frozen an erupting volcano, she managed to get David out of 
there and back to Jon's place. 

"Don't fall asleep yet, we've gotta call Jon and let him know you made it." 


"You do it. Sleepy," David mumbled into the pillow. 


"Ten minutes, then you can sleep. Sit up." 


David did with an exaggerated groan, and Kelly flopped down next to him. 

"Axy, Captain Torres." 

The computer clicked and hummed, and Jon's face popped up on the screen in front of them. 
"David, you look like shit” 

"Thanks. Bossy McStupidBitch wouldn't let me sleep." 


Kelly snorted. "If it weren't for Bossy McStupiaBitch, you'd still be answering questions, so shove it. We're just 


calling to let you know he made it home, Jon" 
"So | see. And everything went okay?" 


David nodded. "| didn't fuck up the story, and no one sounded like they doubted me. They all believe Tico and 
Richie are the bad guys." 


"Great. Well, not great, but - you know. Listen, we're not far from Pluto. There's an army base right near 
where we need to pass to get to Charon, and we're not sure if we'll be too close to stay cloaked. We'll be 
passing tomorrow afternoon, so first thing tomorrow you've gotta get them off our trail. Tell ‘em we're still 
floating around Neptune's moons, or something. Anything to get them looking away from Pluto." 

"Gotcha" 


"Oh, one more thing. Can you two try and find why the Hell this is happening? l'm not sure how, exactly, but 


we all know this isn't just Nq'wupyn flexing some muscle." 


"We'll do what we can, Jon," Kelly said. David almost rolled his eyes at the smile Jon gave her, reminding 
himself at the last minute Jon could see him and wouldn't really like that. 


"Good. Okay, I'll call tomorrow afternoon, will one of you be here?" 
"Yeah, one of us," David said. 

"Perfect" 

"Good luck. Oh, and be careful." 


"You tell me to be careful one more time, woman, l'm purposely flying into the side of a planet just to spite 


you." 


"You have fun with that." 


Ill be a blast" All three of them cringed at the pun. "Heh. Sorry, couldn't resist. I'm out, talk to you 


tomorrow." 
The screen went blank. Kelly turned to David 

"Bossy MeStupidBitch?" 

"That's David-speak for, uh, you're awesome. Or something” 
"Right. Go take a nap, moron. We'll make plans in the morning” 


No matter how unhappy you are, no matter how many terrible things are going on in you life, if you wake up 
to the smell of coffee, something must be going right. David lay in bed as long as he felt like he could, savoring 
the smell and everything it signified. He was back on solid ground, sleeping in a real bed, about to eat real food 
that had never been freeze-dried. When he went to work he'd have to acknowledge that life wasn't actually 


normal, but for now he could savor it. 


When he finally did stumble out of the bedroom, Kelly was sitting at the kitchen table, eating breakfast and 


scrolling through the news on a small portable screen in front of her. 

"You're a headline. Actually, seven or eight headlines. There's eggs for you on the stove." 
"You're a saint. Now | know why Jon - " David bit his lip. 

Kelly raised an eyebrow. "Why Jon what?" 

"Why Jon wanted you to stay here with me. God knows | can't take care of myself" 


"Right" Kelly dragged out the word with a slow nod. David was a terrible liar. "Anyway, we're going to work a 
little late today. | already called in" 


"We can't go in late, I've gotta - " 
"Give ‘em the fake coordinates? Took care of when | called" 
David frowned and sat down with his plate and cup of coffee. "I could have done it" 


"Yes. But | couldn't bring myself to wake you up. So | took care of it when | called in. Didn't mean to step on 


your toes." 


"You didn't, | guess. | just - " 


"I know how Jon treats you, like a kid who needs someone to hold his hand. | don't think of you as a kid, and I'm 
not holding your hand. You needed to sleep, | let you sleep." 


"Why are we going in late, anyway?" 


"We're stopping at my place first. I've got another meeting with the VP and the defense guys later today, | 


convinced them to let me bring you." 

"What, you told them | was too naive to do any harm?" 

"Stop it. | told ‘em you know what Tico and Richie's plans are, and you probably know how many people are 
prepared to join in Charon's uprising they've tried to convince me is gonna happen any day now. You're 
valuable." 

‘Oh. Sorry, | just - " 

"You can't hide behind being the ‘kid' anymore, Dave. You're the boss now." 

"| guess." 

"No guess. You are, and if you try to hide behind being inexperienced and naive you're gonna ruin everything 
for Jon and Tico and Richie. And if you ruin it for them, a lot of people are going to be in big trouble. So give 
up the ‘oh no | don't know what to do' and the ‘someone else has to be in charge’ crap, because here its just 
you and me and l'm not holding your hand” 

"I - okay. So why your place?" 

"wwe gotta get a camera. You're gonna bug the meeting room." 


David's eyes went wide. "I'm bugging the VP's secret meeting." 


"Won't be hard. They're gonna kick us out after they've gone over the stuff we need to know and gotten what 
they need from you. Then they're gonna have the actual meeting, where they will - hopefully - discuss why" 


"So at 


"So we go pick up a cheap recording device with a good battery. I'll stitch it into your suit coat. We turn it on 
right before we go in to the meeting. You take your coat off, and when we leave you're going to ‘forget it. 


You'll go back in and get it when the meeting's over, or one of them will notice it and bring it to you." 


"Are you sure they'll talk about why?" 

Kelly took a sip of her coffee. "Nope. And if they don't, its your turn to think of a plan’ 

"Richie, go ask Tico if he wants to fly the last leg" 

"You sure he's okay to fly?" 

Jon glanced over at Richie. “Why wouldn't he be? He's a little upset, but - " 

"He's been drinking. A lot" 

"Shit! 

"| can go check on him’ 

"Yeah, you better. And get the alcohol away from him, we're gonna need him sober if anyone comes after us" 


Richie nodded and went off down the hallway. Tico, as he'd suspected, was curled up in a chair drinking right 
from the bottle. The glass he'd had the last time Richie saw him was on the floor in front of the fireplace. 


"Tico?" 
Tico looked up at him, blinking to bring him in to focus. "Shouldn't you be flying?" 


"| don't fly, Teek" Richie walked in the room and took the bottle from Tico, met with only attempted resistance. 


He was too drunk to really care. Richie set the bottle aside and sat down next to Tico. "You okay?" 
"| don't care that he left." 


"You've been marinating in alcohol since they took off. I'm not gonna buy the ‘I'm a big manly man and | don't 


have feelings’ crap." 

"No, | didn't - I'm upset, but - if he'd just left, I'd be okay." 

Richie raised an eyebrow. "I don't get it." 

"Me. He left ‘cause of me, he couldn't - couldn't be around me, and | - " He closed his eyes for a minute. "He 


didn't want to leave. | didn't want him to leave. And now he's left and it's ‘cause of me and l'm not even sure 


what | did, and | still don't want him gone." 


"It's better like this, though. We need him back there to - " 


"I know. To be someone they trust so he can get them off our backs. And to give them the right story so he 
and Jon come out smelling like roses, and we're fucked. Not that | wouldn't have quit anyway, but still” 


"You agreed to that story." 

| know, but it being our best option doesn't mean | have to like it. I've been nothing but complacent as long as 
I've fucking worked for them, ‘cause if | behaved they'd have to stop thinking of me as some barbaric violent 
fuck. They never did. And the only way to not fuck this up is to convince them I'm exactly what they've 
always thought. Which - | could live with it. Except | got David believing it, and he doesn't like it, and so he left. 
Because of me." 

"You're chatty when you're drunk" 

"Fuck you. Gimme back my whiskey." Tico reached for the bottle. 


Richie shook his head and pulled away. "No more for you. You're gonna sober up and stay sober. We're almost 


there - how are you gonna feel if we lose it this close to the end because of you?" 
Tico growled, but didn't make another attempt for the bottle. 


David fidgeted in Jon's - his - chair, tapping his fingers on the desk. He glanced at the clock - ten more 
minutes. Kelly had told him to wait two hours before he went back in for the suit coat. 


In eight minutes, he was sure, the small camera would be discovered. So he fidgeted. 
Someone knocked on the side of the open door and poked his head in. "Secretary Bryan?" 
Secretary? Oh, right. Acting secretary. That was him. Duh. "Come in" 


It was one of the generals from the meeting. David looked over at the clock - it had been five minutes. Fuck 


fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck fu - wait. Don't panic yet. 
"You left this in the meeting room," the general said, handing David's coat over. 


David stood and took it in hands that, amazingly, he'd been able to stop from shaking. "Oh, thanks." Now go 


away. 


He didn’t. "Crazy shit, what happened to you, eh?" 


"Oh, uh, yeah. Insane." Now go away. 


| was reading that article about you in the - crap, what was it? Whatever the news screen in the break room 


was set to, and - " 


"Listen, | don't mean to be rude, but | was on my way out. | have a lot of stuff | have to take care of. l'd love 
to chat, really, but - well, you know. Interplanetary crisis brewing and | got dumped in the middle." 


"Oh, yeah, right. Well, at least now you won't be going off without your coat" The general nodded at David and 
left. David let out a giant sigh of relief and hurried back to Jon's apartment. Kelly was already there when he 
got there. 

"I stopped by my place and got the view screen for the camera. What held you up?" 

David flopped down on the couch. "Getting my coat back." 

"Uh-oh. Problems?" 

"No," David shook his head. "Just the guy who returned it was a little chatty." 

"Good, you had me worried" Kelly took the jacket and slid the camera out of the pocket she'd stitched for it, 
positioned so the lens looked through the top buttonhole. It wasn't particularly professional, and if anyone had 
been suspicious it wouldn't have been hard to find the camera, but lucky for David and Kelly no one had any 
reason to suspect them. The video wouldn't be very good, but David had set his jacket on the table facing the 


Vice President, so at least they would know when it was him talking. Kelly hooked the camera up to the screen, 


and they sat back to watch the meeting 

Richie leaned forward in his seat. "Is that - " 

Tico nodded, smiling a little. "Charon Twenty minutes and we're there” 
"Hopefully," Jon said 

"What the fuck do you mean ‘hopefully'?" 

"Ship just came up on the radar" 

"Is it-" 


"Two ships. No, three. Four." 


"Pull up the damn camera." 

"Working on it" Jon fiddled with the camera until he could see the ships, and sucked in his breath. "Fuck" 
"Bad?" Richie asked. 

"No, Rich, | say ‘fuck’ like that when l'm happy. Army ships. Army ships moving very quickly." 

"Yeah, but we're almost there, so we should be fine, right?" 


Tico shook his head. "We land, we're sitting ducks. We've gotta fly around until we're out of their radar, since 
they can't see - mother fuck are they shooting at us?" 


"That, or space is falling apart," Jon said. 
“Shut up." Tico yanked on the steering controls, the ship hurtling up and backwards, jerking all the occupants 


around until he was satisfied with how far up they were and settled into a steady course. He turned to Jon. 
"Call your asteroid friends and tell them to expect company. We can figure out what to do from there." 


"Incoming call from Joe Elliott" 


David opened one eye, struggling to focus on the blinking light a foot or so in front of him. Fuck, he'd fallen 
asleep on the couch. And where had Kelly gone? And who the fuck was Joe - wait, right, the asteroid guy. 


"Incoming call from Joe Elliott” 

Why the Hell was Joe calling? David sat up and pushed the button to accept the call. 
"Hey, David." 

Joe looked an awful lot like Jon. Sounded like him, too. 

"Were you sleeping?" 

“Apparently.” 

Joe - who actually was Jon, David realized - frowned. "Sorry." 

"Why are you calling me from Joe's? Weren't you just - " 


"Almost to Charon? Yep. We could fucking see it" 


Uh-oh. Jon didn't sound happy. And Joe's place most definitely wasn't Charon. And - "Jon, what happened?" 
Jon sighed. "We got spotted, apparently. Four army ships came after us." 
"We gave ‘em the false report." 


"| didn't say you didn't. But we had to fly close to an Army base on Pluto, and someone must have been paying 
attention to the radar. If we'd landed, those ships would have blown us up no problem, so we got above their 


radar and doubled back" 
"Jon, that's - " 


"Miserable, yeah. Tico hasn't spoken to anyone since we got here. We haven't failed yet, we have a new plan, 


but he's not big on the setback" 

"Is he okay?" 

"As okay as he can be, all things considered 
"Oh. So what's the new plan?" 


"We're transferring the supplies to one of Joe's ships - Sav's out doing that right now. The cloaking device on 
the one we're taking is, according to Rick, the best in the galaxy, we can ‘land right on top of ‘em and they 
won't know a damn thing’. Viv and Phil are gonna take Tico's ship, with the cloaking device turned back off, and 
fly around to draw attention away from where we're headed, just in case." 


"That doesn't sound like a good idea. | mean - it sounds like it'll work, but they're gonna - ' 


"They volunteered, and they wouldn't let me or Joe talk ‘em out of it. Richie's out making sure Phil's got the 
weapons system memorized, but they're really just planning to draw radar attention the opposite way from 


where we're headed. Hopefully no one's gonna shoot at anyone." 
"| don't like it" 


"Well | doubt they'll listen to you any more than they did me and Joe, so you'll live with it. We're gonna stay 


here for a while, a day or two, to give the base on Pluto some time to think we've given up." 
"And Kelly and |?" 


"You're gonna stop giving ‘em coordinates, because Phil and Viv'll be taking care of that. So really, all you guys 
need to do is make sure you stay where | can keep in touch with you, and keep trying to find out why 
Nq'wupyn is doing this." 


"Oh, yeah, about that - * 
"David?" Kelly called from the bedroom. "Who are you talking to?" 
"Jon," he called back. 

"Oh, hold on. tll be right out" 

"She's sleeping here?" Jon asked 

"Yeah. You said she could" 

"| know, | just didn't think she would’ 


"Jon Bon Jovi do you have any fucking idea what time it is?" Kelly strode in, tying her bathrobe, and sat down 
next to David. 


"Not on Earth. See, lm out in what we call space, and - * 
"Don't be a smartass. Is something wrong” 

"Sort of. David'l explain it to you" 

"Alright. He tell you about Nqwupyn?™ 


"Nope. He was about to when we were interrupted. Quite rudely, | might add. What'd you find out? Political or 


personal motives?" 
"Both," David said. 


"Really." 


"Yep," he continued. "Remember when the Venusian terrorists blew up that Neptunian embassy? Nine, ten 
years ago? And the Secretary of Defense decided it would be best to interrogate the guys they caught out on 


Charon, since there weren't any Neptunians living out there who would try and get revenge?" 
Jon nodded, 
"Nq'wupyn was in charge of the interrogations," Kelly said. "And he's Neptunian, had a bunch of family and 


friends working in the embassy, and he wanted retaliation. The news outlets all said the terrorists killed 
themselves to avoid giving out information - Nq'wupyn and his guards killed them." 


"And this has what to do with Charon, exactly?" 

"They'd hired a bunch of Charonites as extra security," David explained. "And they found out what Nawupyn 
did. He bribed them, told ‘em he'd pay them so much on the spot and so much in ten years if they kept quiet 
until then. He's decided he doesn't want to pay them 

"Shit 

"Yeah" 

"How'd you find this out?" 

"David bugged one of their secret meetings” 

"David? Really?" 


"No, | =" 


"Oh, yeah, he did. Don't be modest, Dave. He asked if | had a small camera, had me sew it into his jacket so he 
could leave it in there - good fucking plan 


"Nice work, David. They talked about all that in the meeting, though? That seems kind of sloppy.’ 

Kelly shook her head. "Nah, we had to fill in a lot of gaps. Nqa'wupyn mentioned the bribe and the deadlines, so 
we had a timeline, and he said something about how those ‘barbarian bastards wouldn't put blood on his hands’, 
so we knew he killed someone. A little research filled in the gaps - the deaths on Charon and the fact 
Nq'wupyn was in charge of the interrogations were all on record. Dug a little deeper, found his connections to 
the embassy, we had a motive." 

"It's a little speculation," David added. "But it makes sense." 

"Jesus Christ." 


"So what, exactly, are we doing with this information?" David asked. 


"Nothing, right now. He thinks any of us know anything and we're fucked. When we get to Charon we'll fill them 
in, and maybe they'll know what they want to do." 


"Sounds fair." 


Jon nodded. "Alright, I'm gonna go. Ill call you guys sometime tomorrow, when | know exactly when we're 


heading out." 


"Bye, Jon," Kelly said. 
"Bye. Oh, and will you tell Sav | said hi?" 

Jon raised an eyebrow. "Made a friend on the ride home, Dave?” 

"Not if the emphasis you just put on ‘friend’ means something dirty. Goodbye, Jon" 
Jon smiled as the screen went blank. David turned to Kelly. 

"| thought you weren't gonna hold my hand?" 

"Huh?" 

"Telling Jon the bugging was my plan" 


"Oh, yeah" She shrugged. "He's aware l'm a functioning adult, so | didn't need that. He needed something to be 
proud of you for." 


"He really likes you, you know. He'd never admit it, but he does." 
"Good for him." 

"You two should - " 

"No, we shouldn't." Kelly stood up. "It complicates things.” 

"This isn't complicated?" 


‘| never said it wasn't. But how much more complicated would it be if Jon and | were worried about each other 


more than just him wanting me to keep my job and me wanting him to help the Charonites?" 


David shrugged; Kelly sighed. "Look at it this way: if you hadn't been getting so goo-goo over Tico, would his 
turning out to have a bit of a barbaric hardass streak been so upsetting?" 


"No." 
"So was the little bit of goo-goo time worth the hassle and shit of getting the Hell out of there?" 
David bit his lip, thinking for a minute. "Yeah." 


Kelly's face fell. "Wrong answer." 


"It's the truth" 
"Yeah, well. So who's this Sav? Is he cute?” 

"| guess so. 

Haa 

"Yeah, he's cute. But that doesn't - he's just a friend. Ish. One of the guys who brought me back here” 


"Ah. Well then. I'm going back to bed. Tomorrow, explain to me why Jon was calling from an asteroid and 


neither of you seemed all that concerned, okay?" 


"Right. Night, Kelly." 


Eight 


Two weeks ago, David's complete experiences with death added up to three closed-casket funerals. Now he'd 
sat on a ship that had blown three others out of the sky, killing God only knows how many people, and he 


worked down the hall from an extremely cold-blooded killer. 
This hadn't been in the job description. 


Not that he was doing much of his job. For the most part, he was trying to look busy while he worried about 
Kelly and what was going to happen to her if they found out she was involved, and the guys up on the asteroid 
and how miserable they must be just sitting and waiting, and himself and what the Hell he was going to do if 
they failed. Jon wouldn't admit defeat until they killed him. 


He thought about Tico a lot. He'd wanted to ask about him last night, but Jon would have said something to 
Tico, and Tico would have misread it. Or maybe he would have read it right, who knows? David sure as fuck 
had no idea what he would have meant by asking about him. But he'd wanted to. Still wanted to, badly - he was 


considering calling Jon when he got back to the apartment just to ask about Tico. 
He wouldn't. 

But he wanted to. 

"This button fires the big gun?" 


Richie sighed and shook his head. "For the third time, no. That'll drop a bomb. Which we don't even have any of, 
so if you push that expecting the big gun you're probably fucked." 


"l'm not stupid," Phil said. 

"| didn't say you were." 

"This is just complicated" 

Richie nodded. "That's why you train for three years in the military before you try it. You're handling the 
abridged version better than | would be. Now, the big gun is this set of controls right here. Center button 
arms it - it takes a few minutes to load, so if | were you I'd arm it right around takeoff so you don't get 
caught without it. This button calls up the view screen, and these switches here aim the gun. The camera's on 


top of the gun, so you're always looking at whatever you'll hit when you fire. The red button fires." 


"Right, okay." 


"You've got it now?" 
"Yeah" 

Richie pointed to a button at the top of the panel. "What's that?" 
"That's .. the shields. Takes down the shields." 

"Yep. This one?" 

"Bomb:" 

"Yes. And - " 


"The rest are all for the big gun. Big black one to arm, green one to get the camera, switches to aim, red to 


fire. Right?" 

"Perfect. We'll go over it again before you leave." 

Vivian peeked over the back of the pilot's seat. "Are we done now?" 

Phil rolled his eyes. "I told you if you stayed you'd get bored" 

"You did. And | believed you. But its a handy excuse to stay away from the house." 

"What's wrong with your house?" Richie asked. 

"Tico's staying there. | don't think he likes me." 

Phil snorted. "I don't think he likes anyone 

Richie frowned. "He's not - | mean, he's not friendly, but | don't think he's always quite this bad" 


"Oh, l'm sure," Viv said. "But if he stabs me in the throat, you can't very well resuscitate me with ‘he was 


ricer a week ago'." 


All three of them looked up when the ship's door opened, assuming it was Jon coming to tell them when they 


were leaving. 


Tico stood in the doorway, hair a mess and sporting several days worth of stubble. "Phil or Viv, do you have a 


ship | could borrow?" 


The two looked at each other. "Uh," Viv said 

"We - why?" 

"| just wanna go for a ride, clear my head. And | can't take this piece of crap ‘cause everyone's looking for it" 
"You sure you're okay to fly, Teek? You look - * 

"Im fine, Richie. | just need to get out for a bit” 


Phil sighed. "You can take my ship, if you're just going for a ride. But if you crash it, I'll kill you. Even if you're 
already dead. Got that?" 


Tico nodded, and the two of them left. Viv turned to Richie. "Is he." 


"I have no idea; | haven't really known him that long. | don't think I'd trust him with my ship, though." 


David couldn't handle the idea of going back to Jon's apartment and just sitting around, waiting for something 
to happen. 


So he didn't. He stayed late at work, with his door closed so no one would pop in and ask about his time on 
Tico's ship, doing the kind of mundane paperwork he was so good at. From there he went to his own apartment 
to check on his plants - because, hey, there was always a chance the automated watering system would break 
down, right? - and poke around to see if there was anything he wanted to bring back to Jon's. There wasn't, 


he'd known there wouldn't be. But it didn't hurt to look. 


From there he went to a bar. Not to drink, at least not much, but just to have somewhere to go that wasn't 
the couch in front of the communication screen, waiting for news. People recognized him from the news feeds 
and he waved away their questions and the drinks they bought him. When he realized people weren't going to 
figure out that he'd been in there two hours and was just finishing his first beer and it wasn't alcohol or 
conversation he wanted, he left. 


Jon's apartment reeked of alcohol, even more than the bar had. Not the good stuff, either - it was cheap, 
tasteless, the kind of stuff you love at night when you're desperate for a buzz and hardly have any money 
but hate in the morning. 

Kelly was lying on the couch, an empty bottle dangling from her fingers. 


"Hey, you." 


"Got thi rsty?" 


"A lil" 
"Nice accent." 


"One of the guys from the...uh, the, uh, place, called. And that was how he said it and | liked it so l'm gonna say 
it like that now." 


David pushed her legs off the end of the couch so he could sit down. 

"You know which one it was?" 

"The blonde one." 

Well. That narrowed it down a little. “Okay, do you remember what he said?" 
"Lil" 

David sighed. "Other than that” 

"Yeah, | - he - no. Not - no." 

"Why are you drunk, Kelly?" 

“Cause that's what alcohol does, silly." 

"I didn't mean - | meant, why are you drinking?" 


She set the bottle down and sat up long enough to lean against David, who wrapped his arm around her. "I hate 


it here." 
"You don't have to stay. You can go home, I'll keep you updated on - " 


"No, no, no." She shook her head, then closed her eyes and rested more heavily against David. "| mean here, like, 


Mars. When they're out there, and we can't do anything, and they're out there, and - " 
"Oh" 
"| just - this sucks. | feel useless, and it's - | hate it." 


"Yeah." 


She didn't say anything else, and David didn't want to break her silence. He just sat there and rubbed her 


shoulder, letting her go through her own little personal Hell. Whether it was worry about the Charonites or 
about Jon or if she was just feeling guilty because she'd sent them out there and messed with Tico's life so 
thoroughly, David couldn't say. Either way, he wasn't qualified to give advice for any of those, so he did what 
he could do, and held her. 

"I'm tired." 

"So sleep. You can take Jon's bed tonight, I'm fine on the couch." 

"No, | can - " 

David lifted her up and carried her into the bedroom. "You can take the bed. No arguing." 

‘| - okay" 


"Where the fuck is Tico?" Jon stormed onto the ship where Richie was running Phil through the weapons lesson 


one more time. 

Phil looked at Richie. 

Richie looked at Viv. 

Viv looked at Phil. 

Jon glared at them. "Joe told me he was headed over here. Where. Is. He?" 
"He, uh, he - " Richie cleared his throat. "He left" 

"Where did he leave fo?" 

"We don't know." 


Jon snapped his head so sharply towards Viv that Richie could have sworn he heard bones breaking. "One of 
you had better tell me what the fuck is going on right now." 


Phil looked at Viv. 


Viv looked at Richie. 


Richie sighed. "He borrowed Phil's ship and took off. Didn't tell us where he was going. We've tried calling and 
tracking him, but everything's shut off." 


"And not one of you thought it would be a bad idea to let the overly emotional guy borrow a ship without 


making sure he had a good reason?" 
"He said he needed to clear his head," Phil said. 


"So tell him to go take a fucking walk. Or at least give him a ship where he can't disable everything. We need 
him here." 


"Well, he was upset, so - ' 


"So you thought it would be a good idea to give him something big and flammable to go do something stupid 
in?" 


Richie frowned. "I didn't - we didn't think - " 
"Of course you didn't. And now he's gonna do something stupid." 


"Stupid how?" Viv asked. The other three looked at the floor, the ceiling, the control panel, anywhere but at Viv. 
"Oh. He wouldn't. Would he?" 


Jon sighed. "Maybe. He - | don't know." 
Phil headed for the door. "I'll try calling him again" 
"Right." Jon nodded. "And," he paused and looked up at the ceiling. "Someone has to tell David" 


David was standing out in space. Not standing, floating. For some reason, he didn't have his spacesuit on, but he 
was breathing fine, felt fine. 


A ship was coming at him. Tico's ship. 

Tico's voice growled out of the intercom. "Shoot to kill.” 

"We're just here to pick him up." Jon. That was Jon's voice. What the Hell was going on? 
"l said shoot, Richie. What the fuck are you waiting for?" 

"Tico, he's - " 


"Shoot!" 


David's eyes went wide as the big gun raised itself out of the top of the ship and turned towards him. He 


opened his mouth to scream, but no sound came out at first. 
"Tico, don't - " Jon again 
David found his voice. "Stop! Stop! It's just me, Tico, its me, | didn't - don't - don't shoot me, don't shoot!" 


The gun stopped in its tracks. Tico's voice rumbled through the speakers again. "David? What the Hell are you 
doing out there?" 


"Incoming call from Rick Savage" 
"What did you just say?" 

David frowned. "I didn't say - " 
"Incoming call from Rick Savage." 


Jon's apartment was dark and still smelled like alcohol. David sat up and shook his head, blinking a few times to 


bring the room into focus. 
"Incoming call from Rick Savage." 


"| fucking heard you," he snapped at the computer, and hit the button to call up the screen. "You have any idea 
what time it is?" 


Sav tilted his head "Here? I's ten or so. There? No idea Sorry if | woke you up" 
"Its okay, | was just - you interrupted a dream" 

"Oh. Good one?" 

'Not really" 

Sav smiled "It all works out, then. Tico hasn't called you, has he?" 


"Unless he called while | was sleeping, no. Someone called while | was out, but Kelly just remembered he was 
blonde and said ‘li'l." 


"That was Phil, looking for Tico. He borrowed Phil's ship earlier, said he needed to ‘clear his head’. He hasn't 
come back, and he turned off the tracking device and the communication system. Jon thought he might've 


called you." 


"Nope, and he hasn't shown up here either.” David bit his lip, his stomach rapidly dropping to his toes. 

‘lm sure he's okay, David, just - Phil wants his ship back, and we can't do anything without Tico here, so - " 
"Yeah, he's - | mean he must be - he'd call me if he were in trouble. | think. | hope. | mean - " 

"I think he would, Dave. He's been talking about you - | mean, Jon says he has, | don't talk to him at all. But Jon 
seems to think he's likely to be headed out to see you, and he would know better than me. If he's gone out to 
get himself hurt - /f, and it's not very likely - he'd want someone to know, and that would probably be you." 


"But _w 


"Don't worry David, okay? I'm sure he's fine. No one here's really worried about him, we just want him back so 


we can get going on this." 

"This is - dammit" David curled up on the couch and pulled a pillow into his arms. 

"Are you okay? Do you want - " 

They both looked up at the sound of someone knocking on the door. David frowned and got up to answer it. 


Tico looked like shit. His hair was filthy and looked like it hadn't been brushed for a week, his stubble had 


almost achieved beard status, and there were huge bags under his eyes. 

"| missed you," he said. 

David led him in and shut the door. "Tico, what - " 

"| missed you. So | came to get you." 

David glanced over at the screen Sav's eyes were wide and he was biting his lip. 
"What the Hell is he doing calling you?" Tico glared at the screen 


"He was looking for you ‘cause you took off like an idiot and didn’t tell anyone where you were. Sit down, you 


want some coffee or something?" 
Tico shook his head and sat down, still glaring at Sav. David frowned. "Sav, l'm gonna hang up so we can talk" 
Sav nodded. "Call me later, okay? And I'l let everyone know you found him." 


The screen went blank. David sat down next to Tico. "What are you doing here, Teek?" 


"| told you. | missed you, and | came to get you." 

David picked up the pillow again, pulling at the corner. "Tico, | - " 

"Please, David, | just want you to come back. | don't know what | did but | won't do it anymore." 

"It wasn't anything you did, really, it was just - " 

"You didn't want to leave. You told me you didn't. And then you did, so what was it? If | can fix it, | will, if you'll 
come back." Tico moved closer to David, running his fingers through curly hair. David sighed a little and leaned 
into the touch. 

"It was just - " David couldn't say it. Looking at the hurt and desperation written over every inch of Tico's 
messy hair and patchy beard and in every line on his face, pooled in the bags under his eyes, he couldn't bring 
himself to say that he couldn't fix it, because it wasn't something he did. It was just him, that angry part of 
him that had delighted in the killing and that could take over with no warning. "You shouldn't be here." 


Tico's face fell even more - David wouldn't have thought that was possible - and his hand fell away from 


David's hair. "If you don't want me around - " 

"No, | didn't mean here like with me, | meant on Mars. If they find you - " 

"| don't care." 

"What happened to being loyal to yourself and your ship?" 

Tico moved even closer, leaning in and wrapping his arm around David's neck. "You." 
David closed his eyes. "Tico, | - " 


He couldn't think of anything to say. His stomach had slowly floated up from his toes, but instead of going back 


where iT was supposed to it was now trying to get out through his mouth. 


Tico kissed him. Gently, like he was asking permission, like he was afraid of what David would do. The idea of 
Tico being scared of him would have made David laugh if he weren't so close to crying. Instead, he kissed back, 


sliding his arms around Tico and holding him as close as he could. 


He could swear Tico whimpered, but the sound was so unlike Tico he couldn't be sure. A tongue pushed against 


his lips and he opened his mouth to accept it as he was eased back on the couch. 


David couldn't think and he couldn't breathe and he couldn't let go and that was okay because he didn't want to 


do any of those. He wanted to kiss Tico and feel Tico against him and tighten his fingers so even when Tico 


finally pulled away he couldn't go far. 


Tico's lips pulling away from his felt chillingly final. "You should go," David said, before Tico had a chance to say 
anything. 


"You won't come with me, will you." 

Tico pulled out of David's arms and stood up. David sat up and ran his fingers through his hair. 
‘lm sorry." 

"Yeah, me too." 

"I'm going with you, though." 


Tico and David looked towards the doorway. Kelly was standing there, all dressed, bag slung over her shoulder. 


Tico frowned. "| don't think - " 
"| don't care what you think, I'm going. And we'd better get going before your ship gets discovered." 
"Let her go, Teek" 


Tico looked at David, then looked at Kelly and nodded. "Fine, alright. And we'll get out of your hair." He leaned 
down and kissed David lightly. "I wish you would come." 


"| can't." 
"| wish you'd tell me why." 


David just looked down at the floor. Tico sighed, straightened up and headed out, Kelly right behind him. She 
paused at the door. "You'll think of a story for why l'm gone, right?" 


agom 
"Not holding your hand, remember? You'll figure it out. See you later, Dave." 


Work was Hell. 


David had gone in early to report how Kelly had called him late last night in a panic, how the last thing she'd 
said had been, "Oh shit, he's - " and then he heard a few seconds of what sounded like a struggle before the 
screen went blank. He told them how he'd tried to call her back all night and part of the morning, how he'd 


driven over there to see her and she was gone. 


He answered questions. Thousands upon thousands of questions asked by seemingly hundreds of people, while 
the back of his mind second-quessed and called him an idiot and a worthless kid and questioned if he was 
getting the details straight. It had taken nine people to come up with a plausible story before, what made him 
think he could do it himself? 


Well, not totally himself. He'd called Sav back after Tico had left, and after a short mental breakdown that 
ended with him flinging an empty bottle at the wall, hollering because "that stupid bitch didn't leave me any 
fucking alcohol", and collapsing on the couch with his head in his hands until Sav had asked if he'd rather talk 
about or be left alone, they'd gotten to work The bulk of the story had been David's, but Sav had helped. Sav 
was a good guy, David liked him. A lot. 


But not as much as Tico. And all day, the part of his mind that hadn't been focused on getting the story right 
or worrying he hadn't gotten the story right was focused on Tico. And when he walked into Jon's apartment at 
the end of the day, worn-down and so tired he could barely stand, Sav was sitting on the couch. 


| thought you might need some company," he said, and at any other point in his life if someone had dropped 


everything to come rushing to his side just because he might need it, David would have been his forever. 


But this wasn't any other point in his life. "Will you take me to Tico?" David asked, and Sav nodded after only a 


brief pause. 


Nine 

Kelly smiled as the crowd around the landing pad on X-IT came into view. "Aww, a welcoming party." 

Tico just frowned. He'd have to be an idiot to be looking forward to the next several hours between landing and 
managing to convince everyone it would be more productive to head out than to yell at him. Kelly reached over 
and rubbed his shoulder. 

"At least you know they won't kill you." 

"Thanks. Very helpful.” 

"| do what | can" 

If he hadn't known it was directed at him, Tico would have laughed at the obvious anger on Jon's face, the way 
he could tell Jon was yelling almost before he'd landed. He could almost hear Jon through the hull as he turned 
off the ship, the anger almost funny in its exaggeration. 

He opened the door and Jon stormed onto the ship, followed closely by Richie - hollering at him not to do 
something stupid, they'd been too worried about getting him back alive to kill him now - and the rest of the 


crew from the asteroid. 


Time seemed to stand still for Tico, and then everyone sucked in a collective breath as Jon lunged - and let it 


out in a sigh of relief when he wrapped his arms around Tico and pulled him in for a hug. 


Tico raised his eyebrows. Joe shrugged, his eyes saying, "We're confused too, we expected bloodshed. Go with 
it." 


"You bastard. You fucking bastard." 
Ah, here came the reaming. "Jon, | - " 


"You're okay." Jon's arms tightened around him. "Motherfucker. | thought you were gonna - shit. You little 
bastard" 


Tico gave in and wrapped his arms around Jon, still a little confused but deciding to take Joe's advice and go 


with it. Jon shifted, and Tico felt tears when Jon buried his face in Tico's neck. Fuck. 


Jon cleared his throat loudly and straightened up. "And I'm gonna kick your ass later. Now, we're just about 
ready to go. Richie's gonna run over your ship's weapon system one more time with Phil, you and Joe need to 
figure out who's gonna fly the ship with the cargo, and then we're off" Jon reached out and took Kelly's arm. 


"Come on, I'll make sure you're clear with what's going on" 


He led her off the ship. Viv snickered. "And by that he means he'll make sure she's clear on how to suck c- 


OOF!" 


Richie and Phil met each other's eyes and laughed. "Sorry, Viv, if I'd known Richie was planning to elbow you too 
| wouldn't've hit quite so hard” 


Viv grumbled and left the ship, Phil and Richie following and trying to control their laughter. 
Tico raised his eyebrows at Joe and Rick. "That was - " 


"Not at all what we were expecting. Thought we'd have a big mess to clean up if we let him get near you," 


Rick cut in. 


"Yeah, well, | think you earned some points bringing the bird along." Joe threw an arm around Tico's shoulders. 


"Come on, we'll go take the ship around the asteriod a few times and decide who'll do more flying.” 

Jon led Kelly into Joe's kitchen, sitting her down at the table and leaning against the counter. 

"Are you hungry? Have you eaten? Can | get you anything? I'm not sure what Joe has, but - " 

‘Im fine. You're gonna break your fingers fidgeting with ‘em like that.” 

‘Oh, yeah, well, | - " 

Kelly stood up and walked over, standing right in front of Jon. "You know why | came?" 

“Cause | keep fucking up?" 

Kelly smiled and pressed up against him. "Exactly. Can't do anything right, Bon Jovi." 

Jon tensed as her arms slid around his neck. "Kelly, | - we can't - what are you doing?" 

"The way | see it," she said, dipping her head to kiss his neck, "is no matter how much we claim otherwise, the 
only thing that's been stopping me from tackling you and riding you like there's no tomorrow - and stopping 
you from letting me - is work. And since | was willing to put my ass on the line to tell you what was going on 
with Charon, and you were willing to put your ass on the line to help, obviously work doesn't matter that 


much." 


"| don't think - " 


There was a rush of air against his neck as she sighed, and then she backed away and there was nothing. He 
stepped forward, but she held up her hand. 


"Don't." 

"But m 

"Hey, Jon, mind fudging my evaluation? I've got plans next week: ‘Sure, no problem: ‘Hey, Jon, | brought my 
girlfriend on my ship and she accidentally messed up some of my cargo: ‘Don't worry about it, I'll call ahead to 
the loading dock and cover for you." 


"What the Hell are you talking about?" 


"The rules weren't the problem, because you don't give a shit about the rules. If that - you wouldve fucked 


me just so you could have one more thing to tell your friends you got away with. | - sorry for misreading, 


Jon 
Before Jon could stammer out anything else, she was gone, pushing Rick out of the way at the door. 
"Uh, what - * 

"Nothing, Rick What do you want?" 


"So Viv's drunker than I've ever seen him - and trust me, that's saying a lot - but he's out of money, and 


decides he wants to seduce the bartender so he can keep drinking." 

Viv groaned and buried his face in Phil's shoulder. "Do we have to tell him this one?" 

"Yes, you do." Richie grinned and leaned forward. 

"She wasn't exactly the.prettiest - " 

"Oh she wasn't that bad." 

"Viv, lm telling the story, so shut up. And yes she was. So he starts babbling about how she's probably 
desperate for the attention, ‘the ugly little thing’, and she'd probably fall all over herself to get someone as 
‘astoundingly gorgeous’ as one Mr. Vivian P. Campbell” 


"| didn't say - " 


"Stop interrupting, you did foo call yourself astoundingly gorgeous. Now, the whole time he's going on, the 


bartender's standing right behind him. So | clear my throat, thinking if | can get his attention and stop him in 
time, we won't get kicked out. He turns around, sees her, plasters on his ‘I'm so sexy | can't even stand it 
face, leans over the bar..and - " Phil clapped his hands. "Bam. Slips in a puddle of spilled something-or-other, 
lands face-first in her cleavage." 

Richie burst out laughing; Viv groaned again. 

"We're still not allowed back there," Phil finished with a grin. 

Richie snickered. "That's not so bad. This one time, | went to this whorehouse on Venus - " 

"So that's why you looked so familiar," Kelly said. "Mind if | sit down?" 

"Always room for nine more," Viv quipped. 

Kelly rolled her eyes. "Good thing you're cute, or that comment would've ended in someone getting castrated. 
“Castrate Richie, he's not using it" 

Kelly winked at Richie. "Not at the moment, anyway." 


Joe was explaining the copilots control panel to Tico when Rick and Jon walked in, only glancing up when Rick 


cleared his throat loudly. 


"We're just about ready to go, Jon. | need a few more minutes to show Tico the emergency controls, if you'll 


gather everyone up?" 


Jon nodded and headed out; Joe turned back to Tico. "The little red button, those are the emergency controls. 
The regular panel will slide back, and underneath are the same as the pilots controls. Those override anything 
the pilot does - we..acquired.this ship from a man who was a bit touched in the head, his crew had these 
installed in case he completely lost it” Joe leaned over the control panel. "This trip-job-mission-whatever is, 
above all, for you. And this might be my ship, and Jon might not want to acknowledge that he's no longer ‘the 
boss', but from this point forward, its your word we'll go by. And if we don't..you have the emergency 


controls. Piss us off if you have to, we'll get over it.” 
Jon cleared his throat. 


Viv shifted in Phil's lap, tilting his head to kiss him more deeply. 


Rick cleared his throat 

Phil moaned and slid his hands into the back of Viv's pants. 

Jon shrugged. Rick slapped Phil in the back of the head. 

"We're almost ready to go, horny bastards. Get your arses over to Joe's ship" 
"Ten more minutes” 

Rick glared. "Now." 

"Right" Viv hopped up and hurried off, Phil getting up to follow. 

"Have you seen Richie? Or Kelly?" Jon asked 


Phil grinned. "Not in the past twenty minutes. They didn't want spectators. They're in the ship." With a wink, he 
hurried off, catching up to Viv and grabbing his ass. Rick rolled his eyes. 


"No one on this bloody rock can keep their pants on. Christ" He stuck his head in the door of the ship. "Hey, 
lovebirds, finish up and get your asses over to Joe's ship so we can get going." Shaking his head, he stood up 


and looked at Jon. "You look like you've swallowed your tongue, mate. Just consider yourself lucky they're not 


going on the same ship with us, Viv and Phil get way worse." 
"No sex while you're flying.” 


"Right." Viv and Phil nodded and spoke in unison, looking for all the world like a pair of schoolchildren being 
lectured. 


"Eyes on where you're headed, not each other's crotches, tongues in your mouth and nowhere else." 

"Joe, we get it," Phil grinned." 

"We'll be chaste as nuns." 

Joe snorted. 

"Ugliest coupla nuns I've ever laid eyes on" Richie came from behind and wrapped his arms around their necks, 


grinning. Kelly rolled her eyes and leaned against the ship, coughing and averting her eyes when Jon glared at 


her. 


"Right, then" Joe clapped his hands together, the resulting sharp crack making everyone jump. "You," he pointed 
at Richie "let go so they can head off to their inevitable fiery death. And you two, be bloody careful so l'm 
wrong about the inevitable fiery death part." 

"Isn't that cute, Viv? Old sap is worried about us." 

"Adorable." 


Viv reached out and pinched Joe's cheek, laughing at the growl from Joe as his hand was batted away. 


"On second thought, you two dying a fiery death would at least give me a chance for a little bloody peace and 
quiet." 


"That's the spirit, big guy.” 
And they were gone, bouncing off towards Tico's ship. 


"Idiots," Joe said, with a fond smile, watching until the ship took off and flew away before he turned to the 
others.. "Well, boys. Shall we get to it, then?" 


Sav had tried valiantly to keep them from traveling in silence, David trying just as valiantly to avoid 
conversation. In the end, Sav just turned on the radio to the first station that came in, telling himself since it 
wasn't silence it counted as a victory for him. 

"This song sucks." 

A-ha, now it was a real victory. "| rather like it" 


"You have shitty taste." 


"David, ‘Forked Tongue Where the Stars Don't Shine’ is a masterpiece of modern songwriting. It's a brilliant piece 


which sets the standard for all - okay, its shite. But you have to admit it's fun" 
"| don't have to admit anything." 


"Your tongue is forked, my mind is warped, let's put them together and stick stick stick that forked tongue 


where - 
Sav blinked when he realized he was the only one singing - David had clicked off the radio. 


‘Its a stupid song." 


"Got you smiling, though. Cute smile, too." 


Something out the window was suddenly apparently very intriguing to David, smile still curving his lips and a 


little blush pinking his cheeks. 

Goddamn. 

"David?" 

Hm?" 

"What was the ‘more'?" 

"Huh?" 

"When we brought you back to Mars, and you told me about.everything..you said there was more." 


Silence, except for the hum of the engine and quiet beeping of a few readouts, settled over the cabin. David 


was chewing on his lip so much Sav wouldn't have been surprised to see blood. 

"David?" 

"| don't wanna talk about it, Sav." 

"Richie! That tickl - oooh." 

Thirteen hours. Thirteen hours of travel, and thirteen hours of assorted thumps, giggles, and moans from one 
of the sleeping quarters. Thirteen hours of Rick and Joe betting with each other on what would happen next, of 
Tico laughing with them as they imitated the sounds from the busy pair. 

Thirteen hours of Jon clutching his armrests so hard it was a wonder they hadn't broken 

"Rick, mate, tenner the next sound we hear is a squeal." 

"Youre on" 


Kelly yelped. 


"There it was! So that's - " 


"A tenner for me. That was nota squeal." 

"Was too." 

"Was not!" 

"Will you two just shut the fuck up? They need to be out here in case we need someone to operate the 
goddamn weapons, or are you planning to bet on how long itll take them to kill us when we're not fucking 
prepared to fight back?" 

Three sets of eyes blinked at Jon 

"Jon, if this plan goes right, we won't need the weapons." 

"Holy shit Richieeeeeeeeel" 

"Sounds like they're about done, anyway," Rick managed between snorts of laughter. 

Jon just growled. 

"Mm, God. Do you ever get tired?" Kelly curled up to Richie, matching lazy grins plastered on both faces. 
"A few hours ago, | would've said no. Christ, woman" 

She laughed, rolling over on her back and stretching. "Mmm. | need to eat" 

"You're on your own, I've eaten," Richie said with a wiggle of his eyebrows. 

"Hell yes you have." 


"You know, Nine-Tits," he said, after she'd gotten out of bed and was too far away to smack him, " most 
chicks trying to make someone else jealous don't actually fuck the decoy." 


"| guess it's a good thing for you that you're cute, then, huh?" 


Richie grinned; Kelly apparently gave up on finding where Richie had tossed her clothes and just tugged his 


shirt on. 


"You should probably head out there, the closer we get the more likely it is we'll need you to man the 


weapons." 


"But you took my shirt." 


m sure you'll live." She kissed his cheek and wandered out, swinging her hips. 
"Incoming call from PS265." 


"Who?" Jon asked. 


"Sav. Unless he got hijacked by space pirates," Joe said with a wink. pushing a few buttons and bringing up the 


call screen. 
Tico scowled and muttered out some excuse, knocking Richie aside as he left. 
"| get the feeling he doesn't like me much," Sav said with a grin 


"That's why we keep you around, mate. Your stunning powers of observation," said Rick, feigning shock when 
Sav directed a rather rude gesture his way. 


"dot 
"You're all idiots. Why're you calling?" 

"Ive got David with me. Where are you guys?" 

"Space. 

"| meant - * 

"We know what you meant, Sav. We're about an hour from Pluto’ 
"We're about the same. 

Jon blinked. "No you aren't" 


"Want me to show you the readouts? |.may or may not have a few speed enhancers of questionable legal 


status. Maybe." Sav was grinning. 


"Don't try and catch us here, your cloaker's not as good as ours - it'll look like your ship's vanishing, and we 
don't want anyone investigating. And wait to land for about an hour, the army base'll be rotated away from 


Charon then." 


"Will do. See you later. 

The screen blinked off, and Rick turned to Richie. 

"So," he grinned, "are nine tits better than two?" 

If looks could kill, Jon's scowl would have blown Pluto up with no trouble at all 


Tico had spent so much of his life on his own ship it took him a second to realize he'd ended up in a kitchen, 
rather than his sitting room. Kelly was sitting on the counter, munching on some unspeakable horror that was 
no doubt a Venusian delicacy. 

"You look happy." 

"You look like a whore." 


"Excuse m - " 


"Why the fuck did you want to come along, Kelly? Because so far all you've done is piss Jon off and fuck 
Richie, and neither of those things are very fucking productive." 


"| don't know what you're so pissed off about, Tico, but you don't need to take it out on me." 
"Oh shut the fuck up. | don't know what stupid mind games you're playing with Jon -" 
‘lam not the one playing mind games here." 


"Really. So all that loud sex with Richie while Jon ground his teeth down to nubs, that was just ‘cause Richie's 


irresistible?" 
"+ m 
"Do | need to remind you what the fuck is at stake here? What the fuck is going to happen if we fuck this up? 


| know you know how important this is, Secretary, so if you wouldn't mind I'd really fucking appreciate it if 
you'd save worrying about who's gonna fuck you for later." 


"Uh, Tico?" 
"What?" He spun around, making Jon jump. 


"Joe wants you to fly the rest of the way, he doesn't know the best places to land" 


Tico nodded and pushed past Jon, leaving Kelly looking a little shellshocked. 

"Nice shirt." 

She sighed. "Jon, | - " 

"You'll want to get strapped in, Teek's landings can be a little rough." 

"Jon —" 

But he'd already left. 

"So | was the talker. Or, if the need arose, the, uh, seducer." 

"Really?" 

Sav laughed a little. "Yeah. | was horrible - l'm clumsy and when | get nervous | get all fumbly. But according 


to Steve.'you and Phil have the best arses, but you don't have that horrible ugly face’. What he meant was 


‘but Hell if I'm letting him run around seducing wealthy old women" 
"Cute." 


"Yeah. And it was fun. Well.some of it was fun. The getting shot at and being scared to show our faces 
anywhere more reputable than a whorehouse was a little tiring." 


"l'm.not a fan of weapons." 


"Hardly anyone really is" Sav shrugged. "But they're necessary sometimes. Mostly when dealing with the few 
who actually are fans. Better to take out someone else than go down a sitting duck." 


"lg it?" 
"If someone punches you in the face, do you hit back?" 


"Yeah." 


‘Its the same thing, David. Just on a bigger scale. It's not shooting that makes you bad, it's the motive. Calling 


for fire when doing nothing is gonna doom an entire planet to a really miserable end isn't wrong." 


David sighed. "Are we almost there?" 


"Bloody Hell, Tico, don't o know how to land?" 

Tico just grinned and got out of his seat, appearing far more cheerful than he had since the news of the 
planned attack on Charon. He was out of the ship before anyone else was fully disentangled from the safety 
apparatus, and by the time they were all out he was two-thirds of the way to the small house they'd landed 
near, wrapped in the arms of a young woman. 

"You weren't supposed to be here for another month!" She practically squealed, squeezing him tight. 


"Dude. Who's the hot chick?" Richie asked, looking her over. 


Tico, free from her grip, looked over at Jon, who was snickering. "Should | tell him, or let him make an ass of 
himself?" 


"He'll find another way to make an ass of himself, might as well tell him.’ 


Confused, Richie, Joe, Rick, and Kelly looked back and forth between the two, every one of them trying to 


figure out who the willowy blue-skinned woman was. 
"This is my daughter, Gyltcklbn" 


They couldn't have blinked in unison like that again if they'd practiced for years. Jon was doubled over laughing, 
Tico and his daughter barely containing their own laughter. 


"Your, uh, your daughter's a lovely young woman, Tico." 


Tico snorted and wrapped his arm around her shoulders, walking her towards the house. "Your mom home? 


We've got a lot to talk about" 


Ten 


She may have been about two feet taller than Tico, and a different color, but watching Gyl'cklbr's - Gyl, she'd 
asked them to call her - face as they ran her through what was going on there was no mistaking who her 
father was. 

"So what the zaj are we gonna do about it? Why are we still fucking sitting here?" 


No mistaking it at all 


Her mother leaned against the wall, even taller and thinner than Gyl, looking much less agitated about the 
whole thing. 


"They might tell you, if you quiet down long enough to listen," she said, syllables mushed together and pulled 


apart in the wrong places as if she were speaking with a forked tongue. 
Which, of course, she was. 


"We..actually don't have much of a plan of attack from here on in," Jon admitted, flinchiNg from the force of 
the glare directed at him from across the table. 


"You're fucking kidding me." 

"Easy, Tiger," Tico said, resting a hand on her shoulder. "It's all been kind of touch-and-go. We're gonna get this 
shipment to the Agricultural Center, while Lqnar does whatever it is she needs to do to get as many people as 
possible together. We'll explain, and go from there." 


"And by ‘go from there’ you mean kill some fucking qntevs, right?" 


Jon shrugged. "If it comes to that. As far was we know, the plan was to only attack once you guys got..y'know. 
Hungry." 


"Starved." 
"Yeah. If it never gets to that point, we just need to get Nq'wupyn removed from power. No bloodshed 


Joe wandered in, settling on the couch next to Jon. "Sav's got our coordinates, they'll be landing in about 


twenty minutes" 
Tico blinked. "They?" 


"He's got David with him. If you hadn't stormed out on the call, you'd know that.” 


"Huh?" 

"IIl explain later, Gyl." 

"I think - and smack me if I'm out of line - that maybe, Tico, you could explain why no one knew about your 
family here. Because David's gonna shit, but he might listen better to someone other than you." Richie said, 


looking for all the world like he was prepared to bolt out of his chair. 


Tico sighed. "Yeah. It's fairly simple - my mother wanted a grandchild, she got sick - terminally sick - so | did 
the scummiest thing | could think of and married Lqnar so she'd give me one before my mother died” 


I'm the opposite of a love child,” Gyl grinned. 


"We've been divorced for twenty-odd years, so whoever this David is doesn't have to worry about any 


competition from me," Lqnar added, in that odd mishmash of an accent. 
"And Jon knew about her because." 


"My first week after getting cleared to ship weapons, | covered some of Tico's runs so he wouldn't miss the 


birth. Which was..twenty years ago? Right?" 

"Twenty-one. Earth years, of course." 

Joe stood up and clapped his hands together, waiting until all eyes were focused on him. "Right, so here's what 
we're gonna do. Jon and Kelly, you two go find a nice quiet room and talk your whatever problem out before it 
screws us all over. Rick, why don't you help this lovely woman with the name | can't pronounce put on some 
tea or whatever the bloody Hell it is you drink on Charon, I'll come too. And Richie, why don't you go take a 
look at our ship and put together a list of what you'll need to make sure we're all equipped.just in case." 

"Can | go help him? | know ships.” Gyl said. 

Joe shrugged. "Knock yourself out.” 

"But no getting in my way, sweetheart." 

Gyl's smile was so sickly sweet every man in the room knew to be afraid. "Of course | won't, you big strong 
man. Now, | need to know which apron and string of pearls to wear, so could you tell me if we're working on an 
Fo1-%3 with a modified CL4 cloaking device and an engine from a CS84-I2 with two sets of extra thrusters? 


Because that's what it looked like. | could be wrong, of course, | am only a silly girl” 


She finished with a giggle that almost had everyone reaching to make sure their balls were intact. 


"Uh." 

"That's exactly what we have," Rick grinned. 

"Awesome. We'll go get my power tools." 

She bounced out of her chair and out of the room, dragging a very befuddled-looking Richie behind her. 
Tico grinned. "She's something else, isn't she?" 

"Charming. Now, everyone do whatever it is | told you to do." 

With surprisingly little argument, the group splintered. 

"That Elliott guy's awfully pushy," Kelly complained, flopping into an armchair. 

"You've seen what he puts up with - you'd be pushy, too." 

She waited for the grin and wink that should have come with that comment, but Jon's back was to her. 
"You know, you can play the pissy baby all you want, but you aren't the one who got rejected, here." 
"Have fun with Richie?" 


"Oh shut the fuck up. | only fucked him to see if you'd get upset,and you know that. And you are upset, so 
maybe you'll stop fucking lying to me now?" 


"| haven't lied" 
"Bullshit." 


Tico had everything planned out down to the last syllable, every pause for breath and apology and duck of the 
head. He was fully prepared to grovel if he had to, even 


The soft hum of engines, followed by the quiet thud of a landing and the whirr of those engines powering down, 
filled the air in the room and sifted through his ears and wrapped around his brain. 


Focus, he reminded himself. Don't fuck this up. 


The door opened, David practically flew into his arms, and all the rehearsing went out the window. 
"ll pretend not to notice you staring at my ass, if you'll hand me that wrench right there." 
Richie grinned and handed it over. "Not being subtle enough for you?" 

"Maybe if | were blind and deaf." 

| think you're so hot for me you're just imagining it 

"Really." 

"Well, yeah. I'm irresistible, you know." 

Gyl just snorted and finished tightening the loose bolt she'd found. "Mechanics are always such fucking xcavtz" 
"IFs kinda hot when you insult me in Neptunian" 

Despite herself, Gyl laughed. 

"| haven't fucking lied to you, Kelly." 


"Jon, I'm well aware you're a politician and your first instinct is To bullshit and your second is to deny it, but 


for the love of God just be honest with me for two fucking seconds here." 

Jon sighed and turned around. "You won't think I'm being honest if | say anything other than ‘I've been crazy 
for you since | meant you and more than once, waking up to a woman who wasn't you, | honestly considered 
quitting my job so there wouldn't be a problem." 

"Would anything other than that be honest?" 

"No." 

Kelly smiled, reaching out and pulling him over. "Now we're getting somewhere." 


Humans didn't have enough joints to get into the position David had gotten into, wrapped around Tico so 
completely very little of Tico could be seen, and yet, there he was. 


Sav leaned against the wall, trying to make himself invisible. Tico hadn't seen him yet, and with some of the 
glares he'd gotten, he preferred to keep it that way as long as possible. 


"| missed you," David kept repeating, punctuating each word with kisses of var Ying intensities. 


lm so fucking sorry, David," Tico threw in anytime David paused, returning those kisses in such a way Sav 
started to think it might be a good idea to give them some privacy. 


‘Its okay, | was being stupid" 

"You're not stupid” 

"| was acting like it." 

"Maybe a litle," Tico admitted, too trapped by David to duck away from the resulting swat. "Ow." 

"That didn't hurt, you big baby." 

"Mm, no it didn't.” Another kiss, slow and deep, and Sav started to wonder about his sanity if he insisted on 
clinging to one last hope they wouldn't be able to make up and he could have the cute blonde with the sexy 
voice. 

‘I've got something | need to tell you, David. It's.kind of big." 

David nodded; Sav slipped out of the room. 


"Once, | sent an intern into your office to shuffle a bunch of my files in with yours, so either you'd keep 


coming to my office or I'd have an excuse to go to yours." 
Kelly giggled. "| was wondering how the paperwork got that screwed up. Mm," she curled closer to him, toying 


with the top button on his shirt. "The only reason | raised that big stink over not being involved enough with 


agriculture shipments was so | could spend more time working with you." 
"We're fucked up, huh?" 

"Were. We were fucked up." 

"Speak for yourself, Secretary. 


"You're not fucked up. Just an asshole sometimes." She kissed him lightly, then sighed. "And you probably don't 


need to call me Secretary anymore. | think we're done." 

"Yeah" 

"That bother you?" 

"| - a little, But | wouldn't be doing this if it bothered me that much 
"Your promotion, though” 


Jon shrugged. "It's not that important." He paused, running his fingers through her hair. "It bothers you, 
doesn't it" 


"| worked for this job my whole life. |.yeah. But it would've been just as bad to let what was going on happen. 
So," she shrugged, "I can live with it" 


David was relaxed against him, Tico's fingers running through his hair making him almost boneless. 

| don't even remember the name of what she had, but..she'd never been bad about knowing | preferred men, 
but she really, really wanted a grandkid. And I'd met Lqnar - you'll meet her soon, this is her house - at a 
diner on Neptune where | used to stop on long shipping trips. Waitress. And she flirted with me, so. flirted 
back. Led her on convincingly enough she moved to Charon, married me, and it wasn't long before we had a 
daughter." 


David nodded, wrapping a little more tightly around Tico and getting a grateful smile in return 


‘lm not proud of it. Mom died two weeks after Gyl was born, and | didn't.l told Lqnar about it very shortly 
after that. And I'm not sure I'l ever understand why she didn't rip my head off, but..here we are." 


"Jesus, Tico." 
"You - are you mad?" 


"Mad?" David laughed. "Why would | be mad? Oh no, you made a desperate mistake years before you met mel 
You bastard!" 


Tico couldn't he;p but laugh - mostly with relief - right along with David. 


The sheet of paper with the list they'd been sent there was currently being crumpled in Gyl's fist, her arm 


wrapped around Richie's neck and her legs around his waist as she kissed him for all she was worth, grinding 


her hips and grinning inwardly when he made the sorts of noises that told her she was fully in control 
Until he pulled back, panting hard 

"Is your father gonna kill me?" 

Gyl grinned, shifting around until she was unwrapped from him. "Not if | kill you first, sweetheart” 


She winked, letting herself out of the ship and sauntering towards the house with a swing in her hips, once 
again leaving Richie looking awfully confused. 


Sav had wandered into the kitchen, and was babbling away in Neptunian with Lqnar, Joe and Rick having given 


up on trying to coax them to speak English long ago, leaving to explore the house. 


They were discussing the merits of tea versus ginsmere, the Charonite equivalent ,when Tico wandered in and 


eyed Sav. He nodded, made a noise resembling a grunt, and headed out, David close behind. 
Lqnar arched her eyebrow. "Qlarka troway?" 

Sav blinked. "That was an apology?" 

"Yes," she said with a laugh. 

"Could've fooled me" 

"So what did you do to him?" 

"| was a little too friendly to David" 


"Ah, yes. He can be a bit of a jealous xcavtz" She laughed again at Sav's expression. "No one taught you to 
swear? Asshole. Bastard. Something like that." 


"III have to remember that." 
"Ask my daughter, she'll teach you plenty.” 
"Plenty what?" Gyl asked, flopping down into a chair. 


"Plenty of profanity. Go gather everyone up, | think we've had enough sitting around and letting people discuss 
their feelings." 


"Aye aye, chief" 


The group around the table looked decidedly more cheerful than earlier - minues Richie, who just looked a little 


more bewildered - and for this every single one of them was thankful. 

"Alright," Jon said, "where do we go from here?" 

"le got a friend in the Vice President's office, | called and we are meeting with him in an hour. Assuming we 
have adequate proof - and I'm sure the testimony of two MWU Secretaries is considered adequate - he will 
give us whatever we need. And he has offered to give us an emergency broadcast to the entire moon," Lqnar 
said. 


"Excellent. So we just need a plan to present." 


"Which is where it kind of falls apart, | think. Tico, you're in charge. Do we avoid bloodshed, or just, well.go for 
it?" Joe asked. 


"David, how much proof do we have of what you told Jon, about the murders?" 
"Not a lot. | brought the recording we took in the meeting, but he doesn’t say anything specific enough. We 


have..a lot of speculation, and enough information to convince us, but | don't think we have enough to convict 


him or even get him out of power." 
"What about the people he bribed?" Gyl asked. "They'd know." 


"They would, yeah," said David. "But we don't know who they are. We could ask when we do that broadcast, but 


we can't count on that." 
Gyl grinned. "So we get to kill the qntevs?" 


David sighed. "I'm not even sure how we'd do that, though. We can't just go to Mars and start bombing 


government buildings, and - " 


"We're not gonna bomb any buildings, David. What we need to do is build up a battle fleet and make a big fuss 


of it. Draw an army after us." 


"Nq'wupyn knows what he has at stake here, David. He'll come with the army if we make a big enough stink 
about it," said Jon. 


Richie nodded. "Army protocol is to retreat when the highest ranking official's ship goes down. Apparently it's 


to keep the army from ‘fighting recklessly without a head’. Always thought it was stupid, but looks like it'll help 


us now." 

"So all we need is an army," said Tico. "How much time do we have to get one together?" 

"Well, they think you've got two of their Secretaries - and possibly an apprentice, we don't know exactly what 
they think happened to David - hostage. And they assume you're aiding war-hungry barbarians. I'd say..it 
depends on how well Viv and Phil are doing drawing attention" 

"Can you go call them, Joe?" 

Joe nodded and headed out. 


"Does Charon even have an active military?" Jon asked. 


Lanar shook her head. "Too many problems from the military base on Pluto. We have ships, and trained 
fighters scattered around, but no actual military.” 


Tico nodded. "So that means Richie, Rick, and Gyl, the second we get clearance from the men in charge, you do 


whatever the fuck you need to to make as many of those ships as battle-readyas possible in as little time as 
possible. And take the three best for yourselves, you'll each command a fleet” 


"Really?" Gyl blinked. 


"The more we can fragment the chain of command, the easier it'll be to do all this. So yes," Tico grinned. 
"Unless you're afraid.” 


"Fuck that, I'll command circles around these two," she said, but somewhere behind the bravado Richie heard a 


little tremor in her voice. 

"You know, genius, we're supposed to have the cloaker off," Phil helpfully pointed out. 

"| know that, dummy. But there was a ship trailing us, and | don't want him following us too far.” 
"Oh. Hey, Joe never said | couldn't blow you." 

"Yeah, but - " 

"Incoming call from Lqnar" 


"Who?" 


"Sounds like a Neptunian name. Maybe Teek's got some hot forked-tongue friend who - oh, hello Joe” 
Joe snorted. "Having fun?" 

"A blast. Whaddya need?" 

"Just checking in. It's.gonna come down to a fight. We need to know how much time we have." 


"There are at lest six different MWU military ships that think Tico's in or around the asteroid belt. A few 
waitresses on Mars who heard us talking about how we think we spotted ‘that Charonite terrorist” flying 
around Jupiter, and a couple cops who want Tico for speeding near Y-1" 

"Excellent. Keep it up, and we'll keep updating you." 

Viv nodded. "We're gonna go blow up some debris. Explosions always draw attention" 

"Good. | should be updating you in about an hour." 

Viv nodded, and the screen went blank. 

"So. Think you can handle blowing me and blowing things up at the same time?" 

David handed Sav a cup of ginsmere, settling next to him on the porch swing and sipping from his own cup. 
"Thanks." 

‘lm sorry." 

"For?" 

David smiled and ducked his head a little. "I'm not sure. | just feel like | should apologize." 


"Don't worry about it," Sav said, shrugging. "You didn't do anything wrong, and you're not the first - and you 


won't be the last - cute guy to turn me down. At least you had a good reason" 
"An excellent reason" 
"Yeah. Nervous?" 


"Incredi bly" 


"Guess its a good thing Lqnar claims ginsmere is more calming than tea, then, huh?" 
"Guess so." 


Faintly, from somewhere in the house, they could hear Tico asking someone if she'd seen David He leaned over 


and kissed Sav on the cheek, easing off the swing and going into the house. 


Sav sighed, taking a sip of his ginsmere and staring off into space. 


Eleven 


They stopped to deliver the farming supplies on the way to the capitol, only handing it over when they 
received a promise it would be kept under lock and key until further word arrived. They left the Agricultural 
Center with the relief that if nothing else went right, they had at least completed one part of the mission. 


The vice president of Charon was a gray little man - gray suit, gray hair, and the gray skin that came from 
living one's entire life as far from the sun as one could possibly get in the Milky Way. He looked, Tico thought, 
as much like a politician as Jon and Kelly didn't. 


"Please, Secretaries, have a seat. All of you, sit. My intern tells me you have important news?" 


It was almost funny to watch his expression gradually change from complacent political smile to abject horror 
as they told the story. Which was understandable - even the tellers of the tale who'd lived it were a little 


blown away to hear it all at once. 


The evaluation, the call from Kelly, the retrieval of the stolen cargo - Jon grumbled at the mention of their 
tall, handsome helper Keith, making Kelly laugh - the spy ship, the battle. Sending David home to feed false 


information, the warships thwarting them so close to completion, the regrouping on the asteroid. 


Everything that had gotten them there came out in a bit of a rush, the telling almost cathartic. They may 
have had a long road ahead of them, but they'd come a long way and it was refreshing to relive it. 


"Well." 

"Need a minute to let it all sink in?" Jon asked. 
"I don't think we have a minute, Secretary." 
"Jon, please. Just Jon" 


"Alright. Well. All the proof you have is that recording?" 


"For concrete proof? Yeah. All the dates and everything match up, but there are too many gaps to do this 
cleanly. But if we can get Na'wupyn - and we don't even need to kill him, if we could hold him hostage or 
something, that'd work. We're certain there are Charonites who know enough to fill in the gaps, we just need to 


buy enough time to find them," explained David. 


Vice President Tarmanek nodded. "Well, then. You can certainly have that emergency broadcast | promised you. | 
need to brief the President before | can give you military access, of course. Secretaries, if you'll come with 
me, he 


should be in his office now. We'll give him the abridged version and get you that clearance." 


From that point on, time seemed to rush by them. Briefing the President took only minutes, including the time 
it took to sign the required papers to get Richie, Rick, and Gyl access to the massive ship storage facilities to 
begin preparation They were gone in seconds, everyone else rushed to the press room where nowhere near 


enough time elapsed before Jon, Kelly, and David were thrust onstage. 


A pilot, politician, oblivious asshole, he was for sure, but above all else Jon Bon Jovi was a charmer, and the 
other two stepped back and let him spin his magic. Warmorgers, racists, callous bastards, greedy assholes. 
Epithets flew in spades from his silver tongue, carefully balanced with reason and logic to get the people 
squarely on their side. 


"People of Charon, you have been called to war without so much as a warring. This man who claims to be 
about the people has issued a challenge, but like the coward he is he issued it in secret, allowing no response. 
This, right now, is your time to respond, to even out the playing field. We will not demand action from you, but 
know that inaction is just as damning as willful sabotage. All trained fighters - Hell, those with no official 
training but a knowledge of weapons - should report to the military base at the Capitol as soon as possible. 
Anyone with any information at all about Nq‘wupyn's motivations needs to contact us immediately - the 
information will be broadcast on this frequency as long as it takes. Time is of the essence, Charon - this 
warmongering bastard would have you defenseless at his mercy. Expose the coward for what he truly is. 


Thank you." 
The light on the hovering camera went out, and Jon breathed a sigh of relief. 


"There. Kelly and | are going to stay here to gather whatever information comes. The rest of you, man Joe's 
ship." 


"The shields aren't good enough to use it in battle, Jon," Joe pointed out. 


"No, but we can use it as a command center. Better to keep the center of operations mobile. Lqnar, would you 


mind staying here with us, in case we need a translator?" 

She nodded, and Kelly leaned towards Jon. 

"Don't you speak Neptunian?" 

"Yeah," he said, in a low whisper. "But this'll keep her from sitting at home worrying about Gyl the whole time." 


"Ooh. Good plan" 


"Yeah, well, | try." Straightening up, he turned to face the rest of the crew. “Alright. Get Joe's ship over to the 


military base, and from here on out, Tico's in charge." 


"And for God's sake, be careful," Kelly and Lanar added in unison, prompting a chorus of "yes ma'am" from the 


men. 


Rick slammed the door of the last spaceship in the first storage facility. "I haven't found anything wrong with 
any of these. You?" 


Richie and Gyl both shook their heads. 
"Everything's in working order. And they're all topped off with ammo." Gyl said. 


"Should we check the other bunker, or just assume - 


The end of Richie's sentence was drowned out by the rising chorus of whirring and humming and thrusters 


firing outside. 

The cavalry had arrived. 

They waited a few minutes for the ship noises to die down - wouldn't do much good if one of them got burned 
to a crisp by a thruster before the fighting even started, right? - before stepping out of the bunkers to 
assess their army. 

It was, in simplest terms, a mess. Some had come in uniforms ranging from rank to spotless, some in whatever 
they'd been wearing when they heard the news. There were old men, young women, an astounding number of 
beer guts and bald spots. The ships were scattered around the landing field in no particular pattern or order. 


In short, perfect. 


Richie climbed up on the ship the three of them had come in, clutching an amplifier he'd found in one of the 
ships. 


"Ladies and gentleman, thank you for coming. lim Commander Sambora, with me are Commanders Allen and 
Torres. We'd like to get organized as quickly as possible, so we'll begin by everyone with former military 
experience to the left side of the field, those without formal training to the right." 


Funnily enough, most of the beer guts ended up on the left. 


Excellent. Now if you'd just hold tight for a minute, I'd like for everyone who held a command position in the 


old army to come see us." 
Y 


A small group of men got to the ship just as Richie was climbing down. The tallest one held out his hand. 


"Former Commander Hylep, reporting for duty.” 
"Are you it?" 


He nodded. "Most of the career military men went to Pluto when the army was disbanded. Its just us, former 
Commanders Nof, Rutnaw, Wykel, and Smith," he said, pointing to each as he spoke. 


"Smith?" 

She grinned. "My parents moved here from Earth." 

"Right. Well. How well do you five know these troops?" 

"Extremely well," said Nof. 

"Good," Richie nodded. "Would you feel comfortable selecting ten to twenty to serve as a tactical strike force? 
We want to take out Nq'wupyn with minimal casualties, the best way to do that is to keep the majority on 
defense and strike him with a smaller team. I'll take that team, with one of you helping. Two of you will work 
under Allen, the other two under Torres. I'll let you five decide who'll take care of what. Go pick the strike 
team - | want the absolute best fighters, the strike force has no room for mediocrity - then report back. 
Okay?" 

The five Charonite commanders nodded and headed towards the left side of the field. 

"I think that's the longest I've ever seen you be serious, Richie,’ Gyl said with a wink. 

"You've only known me for a day, isn't it a little soon to judge?" 

"Nope. You're pretty transparent." 


Another wink. Richie was about to drag her off to a ship with a good bed. Little brat. 


Rick was looking back and forth as if watching a game of gleebnar, eyebrow arched. "Right. I'm gonna go take a 
quick look at the ships in the other bunker.” 


Gyl leaned back against the ship, fishing in her pocket and tugging out a long, thin, purple twig which she 
started chewing on. A thin smoke drifted out of the end, thicker as she chewed more, the sweet smell 
wrapping around Richie. 


"What's that?" 


She shrugged. "Neptunian. You kinda need a forked tongue to pronounce it, it's all consonants. Relaxing, though." 


Couldn't be too relaxing, as agitated as she looked. 
"Scared?" 
"A little. ‘$ a lot easier to play the profane hanxcavtz at home." 


Richie nodded. "Be as scared as you want, and trust me when | say everyone is. But don't show it - that's 
when you and the people under you are in danger, when you act scared." 


"You're smarter than you look" 
Its all part of my charm," he said with a grin and a wink. 
Gyl smiled at him, the light purple smoke blurring the lines of her face. 


Joe practically jumped out of his seat when the small portable com unit started buzzing angrily in his pocket, 
twisting in his seat to try and wiggle it out. 


"You could've just called the ship, Viv." 
"Yeah, but its important and | didn't want to miss you." 
"Something wrong?" 


Everyone else on the ship leaned in while trying to look like they weren't, even Tico leaning back in his chair 


with his eyes glued to the terrain in front of them. 

"The ammo gauge is off - we're out, but it says we're half-loaded. And the shields just quit on us. We've 
stopped on X-I7, but we can't stay here for long - too many ships looking for us. Want us to keep going, or 
come find you?" 

"If you keep going with no shields and no ammo, its a suicide mission 

"Better suicide than genocide, though." 


Joe sighed and ran his hand over his face. "Tico?" 


"We're almost at the military base. Tell Viv to hold tight for five minutes, we'll check on the army and let him 


know." 


"Hear that?" 
The figure on the screen nodded, and it went blank. 
Viv turned to Phil. "You know..with no ammo, you don't need to man the weapons. You can leave, if..you know." 


Phil rolled his eyes. "Don't be an idiot. m not letting you do anything stupid without me there. Besides, who'll 


blow you?" He winked, and reached over to take Viv's hand, 


Both of them were shaking. 


Rick was waiting to direct their ship to a spot between the two bunkers, safely out of the way of the training 
drills overhead. Richie was barking commands into a communication apparatus strapped to his head. His hair 
was pulled back, his face serious, his back straight - if they didn't know who it was, they never would have 
guessed this was the sloppy mechanic who hated routine. 


A swarm of ships darkened the sky overhead, reacting at various speeds and skill levels to Richie's "Firel"s and 
"Dodgel''s. 


"We're right in view of that base on Pluto. With all this commotion, they've got to know what's going on. If we 
had Phil, we could get into their system and find out what they're reporting," said Rick. 


"Well we don't have Phil. How are things going?" Tico asked. 


"Perfectly. Ships have been assigned, everyone's split into units, we have a few former commanders to break 


up the chain of command a little more, and as you can see, for the most part this is a fairly good force." 


Tico nodded. "Joe, tell Viv and Phil to get their asses here. Rick, tell Richie to stop the drills and get everyone 
ready. David, take Joe's portable com unit and call Nq'wupyn. Tell him you're being held hostage, you've been 
hearing military drills all day. Ham it up, smudge some dirt on your face and hair and shit. Sav, go with him. Be 
his captor, drag him away once Nq'wupyn’s pissed, alright?" 


They were getting good at reacting in unison, each nodding and heading off to do his task - David pausing for a 
quick kiss before bouncing after Sav - while Tico leaned against the wall, ran his fingers through his hair, and 


hoped like Hell luck would stay on their side. 


Richie nudged Gyl. "If you stop chewing on those purple things, I'll buy you as many drinks as you want when 


this is all over." 


"Sorry" 

"Don't be. You're gonna take Defensive Group Beta, with Smith and Rutnaw under you. From what I've seen, 
they seem like the type to follow orders first, question later, so just keep your head on and you'll be fine. The 
most important thing about Beta is you're in charge of the medical ships - if a ship gets wounded - not blown 
up, and not on fire - you've gotta send a medic with a few escorts." 


"Easy enough." 


"It really is. And if you have any trouble - not that I'm suggesting you're likely to - you'll be in constant touch 
with Rick. But don't abuse that, he'll be dealing with just as much chaos as you." 


"Is he gonna get this lecture?" 
"He's not the one about to break his jaw chewing on those smokey thingies." 


"Touché." She dropped the inch or so of chewed-up purple that was left, and looked Richie over. "You clean up 
pretty good." 


"Thanks. Would you have listened to a commander who looked like | did before?" 

"Depends how charming he was." 

Richie snorted. 

"You will keep in mind you're flying into a war zone with no weapons and no shields?" 

"Yes, Mum," Viv and Phil replied in unison. Joe smiled, but it wasn't entirely convincing. 

"| mean it" 

"Joe, we'll be as careful as we can. Worry about yourself 

"Easier to worry about you lot. Anyway. Don't land on the planet, you'll draw fire. Stay cloaked, and dock with 
this ship. We can't give you coordinates, too risky - call when you're close and I'll turn off the cloaker long 
enough for you to find us." 


"Sounds like a plan" 


"Because it is one, idiots." 


Viv just grinned and clicked off the screen without another word. Phil straightened up in his chair. 
"Well, then. On to our inevitable fiery deaths?" 

"Whatever m'lady wishes," Viv replied, and they were off. 

"Christ, Bryan, what happened to you?" 


It was hard to look at Na'wupyn, even just his image on the screen, without flying into a rage, but David did 
his best to channel that into the appearance of panic. 


"| don't even know, sir. | fell asleep in my apartment, | woke up on Charon" 

"Any sign of the Secretaries?" 

"| haven't seen them. I've heard them referred to a couple times." 

"Will they negotiate for your release?" 

"You know as well as | do, Mr. Vice President, there's no negotiating with these bastards." 


Nq'wupyn nodded. "We've received word from one of the bases on Pluto there's been significant military 


activity out there. Sit tight, Bryan, we'll get you soo - behind you!" 

David shrieked as convincingly as he could when Sav grabbed his hair and knocked the communicator out of his 
hand, bringing his foot down in such a way Na'wupyn would think it had been crushed when he really just 
tapped the power button with his toe. 

"Ow." 

"Sorry! 

‘It's fine. Come on, we've gotta tell everyone they're coming," 

Once again, Richie stood on top of a ship, hooked up to an amplifier. 

"Men - and women, sorry - this is it. We have confirmation they're coming for us. We don't know exactly 


when, but we'll be ready when they come. Remember that you're fighting for your home, your loved ones, 


your very future. It won't be easy, it sure as Hell won't be fun, but it's right and it's damn sure necessary." 


He glanced around at the hodgepodge of troops below him, at Gyl and Rick behind him standing on their own 
ships, at the crew that would be maming Joe's ship standing nearby. A camera hovered around the base, 
broadcasting back to the waiting politicians at the capitol. 


"They're coming, and they're coming strong," he said, with a solemn nod. "But," and here his face split into a 


wicked grin, "they have no idea the Hell they're charging into." 


The crowd roared, the weight of the moment pushed aside for bravado and cockiness. And as the roar died 
down, Richie signaled, and the last-minute army of desperate Charonites climbed into their ship and prepared 


To wage war against the strongest army in the galazy. 


Twelve 


Where time had moved so quickly before, it now stood still. It felt like the moon and everyone on or around it 
was holding its collective breath, even the hum of 300 fighter ships just outside the atmosphere seemingly 


silent in anticipation. 


When the tension broke, it was swift and unexpected. Like someone had cut a thread binding everything 
together, all Hell broke loose. 


As expected, a first wave came from Pluto. An attempt to silence the barbarians before Nq'wupyn and his 
troops were in any danger. But they underestimated their enemy, and there was no worse mistake they could 


possibly make. 


Richie's communication unit let him speak to all the ships of the fleet, and his command to hold steady until he 


gave the word boomed loud and clear into every ship. 
Somebody panicked. 


The Plutonian ships were still out of range when a shot fired out from somewhere in Nofs unit, three sets of 


voices barking "hold your goddamned fire!" before Richie even got the chance. 


The civilians were in trouble, their lack of experience allowing nerves and panic to override orders and common 


sense. More shots were fired, ships breaking rank left and right, and the Plutonian army kept coming. 

A shot louder than the rest, followed by a small explosion and a shriek, went off behind Richie. 

"When your Commanders say to hold your goddamn fire, it means hold your fucking goddamn fire!" Gyl 
screamed, over the communication lines. "Goddammit. Medics, go get that ship. And the next fucking ship that 


fires before the fucking order, I'll actually aim at. Bunch of fucking qntevs. Christ" 


Richie's grin was so wide his cheeks hurt. And though he wouldn't have thought it possible, it widened when he 
realized the Plutonians had stopped advancing. 


The kings of underestimation were going to stand back and let them take themselves out. Richie couldn't have 


planned this better. 
"All ships, advance until you're in range, and open fire. Remember, our job is to disable, not destroy." 


The poor bastards never saw it coming. The army collectively lurched forward, and before their hands could 


reach the weapons controls, half their fleet was down. 


The Charonites were clumsy and unsure, but their motivation was survival and there's no winning against that 
sort of desperation. Explosions rocked around them, screams echoing across the communication lines 
punctuated by Gyl's screams for medics. But the army lurched forward, and the Plutonians fell hard. 

In the end, it was more destruction than disabling, but Richie couldn't bring himself to care. Cleanup barges 
directed by Rick waited until the last Plutonian ship had fallen, then zoomed out to gather the flaming debris 
before it damaged any Charonite ships. 

"Commander Allen, damage report" 

‘Seventeen ships hit from Nofs unit, thirteen from Wykel's. All but three safely retrieved. Five that can't be 
repaired. The rest are grounded for repairs. Six deaths, two injuries that will probably be fatal, ten grounded 
but will recover, and the other twelve will be given new ships and rejoining us as soon as possible." 


"Good. Torres?" 


"Uh. Ten from Rutnaw, twenty-two from Smith, including the one | took out for firing early. All recovered, 
fifteen beyond repair. Two deaths, six probably-fatal injuries, the rest waiting for new ships." 


"Excellent. Doing okay?" 

"Fabulous" 

Richie nodded, although no one could see him. "m gonna call and update Command Central, so Ill be on radio 
silence. If you need me badly, just fire a blank my way" 

"| always need you badly, Hot Stuff" 

He grinned. "Well, you have to control yourself a little while longer: 


Joe blinked at the view screen in near disbelief. 

"Well bloody Hell, they did it" 

David giggled. "You sound like you didn't expect them to." 
"| did. Just not quite so easily." 


"| wanna know who the fucker was that took out one of their own ships," Tico growled. 


"Calm down," David said, and kissed him. "No one did anything about it, so there must've been a good reason" 
"Good reason my ass." 

"Incoming call from FS625-18, com unit 15-68-158-IT7." 

Tico punched a few buttons, and Richie's face popped up before them. 

"That was bloody fabulous, Sambora: 

He grinned. "Shaky start, but awesome finish." 

"Who was the fucker shooting her own fucking - " 

"Gyl" 

Tico blinked. "What?" 


"Someone fired before the order, people panicked and kept firing, no one was listening, so Gyl disabled a ship to 


make a point" 

"Bet they listened after that," Joe said with a grin. 
"Huh." 

"See? Told you there was a good reason" 

"Shut up, you," Tico grumbled, swatting his ass. 


"Ew. Keep the foreplay where | can't see it. Anyway, we had a fair amount of casualties, but most are minor 


and we're replacing their ships, so we didn't lost that many." 


Tico nodded. "Viv and Phil called about ten minutes ago, they spotted Nq'wupyn's fleet headed this way. They 
guessed it at about a thousand ships." 


"That many?" 
“That's what they said, yes. From when and where they called, I'd guess you have about half an hour." 
"Fuck. Guess we've got our work cut out for us, then. Signal if you get any updates." 


"Will do. Good luck." 


"I think we're gonna need it," said Richie, with a wry smile. "Keep me posted." 


"Alright, troops. That was good, but it was also a small army and a lot of luck. Consider it a training exercise, 
‘cause the real battle is on its way to us. Focus, and follow orders. You've seen it happen - we will not hesitate 
to disable you if we think you're doing more harm than good. Clear?" 

The resounding "yes, sir" echoing down the line from slightly less than 300 ships nearly deafened Richie. 

He could get used to this. 

"Are all ships in place?" 


"Alpha is," answered Rick. 


"So's Beta. More than Alpha," Gyl said, and Richie could hear all the bravado and none of the tremor. Good for 


her. 
"As soon as we spot them, the strike team is gonna go up and over. The second we tell you we have Nq'wupyn 
and to cease fire, you cease. They're required to retreat once we have him, but they'll return fire if we give 


it. Once again, do more harm than good and you're fucked." 


They appeared over the horizon of Pluto, an army of white warships that looked an awful lot like a flock of 
doves. Odd image, that: 


"Ho-lee shit," Gyl muttered, probably forgetting she was connected to the entire fleet. 
"Strike team, get cloaked, and follow me. Rick, Gyl.have fun" 


They were just about over the first line of ships when Rick and Gyl's twin screams of "Fire at willl" roared in 
their ears, and it was on. 


Chaos was the only word for it. You can strategize and plan and work everything out to the last detail, but 
war can never be anything other than chaos. 


A blinding, deafening thunder and lighting storm of deadly precision raged around them, enveloping each and 
every ship in a cloud of pure light and heat. It was nearly impossible for anyone to see, firing blindly into the 


wave of white ships, Gyl's near-constant yells for medics barely rising over the roar. 


Rick flew like a madman, weaving and twisting and dodging a million shots that should have killed him. His aim 
was unnaturally accurate, but he didn't stop long enough to notice that every ship he fired at went down. Time 
was too important to stop for victory celebrations. 

It soon became clear that, though Gyl's flight and aim were far clumsier, she had her own strategy - if one 
ship dies dramatically enough, it'll take down its neighbors. She aimed for fuel tanks and thrusters, causing 
explosions that came close to knocking out fifteen ships sometimes. 

And Richie and his strike team rose above the cacophony, invisible angels of death zooming past a seemingly 
endless sea of white to seek out their prey. Screams echoed down the line, a few among them recognizing the 
voice of this one or that and nearly losing focus. But Richie eqged them on tirelessly, coaxing them to new 


heights, new speeds, new levels of focus where everything but their mission melted away. 


He had no stake in this, no emotional ties to any of it, but he was a man possessed and he demanded no less 
of his crew. 


And the battle raged on. 


Every time a ship went down, Tico cringed He was getting so bad David was considering dragging him off 
somewhere he couldn't watch. 


"Bloody Hell, it's a mess down there." 

"We can fucking see that, Joe, thank you." 

David rubbed his shoulder. "She's fine." 

"You don't know that." 

"Tico, itll be fine." 

"| shouldn'tve sent her down there." 

"She would've gone anyway." 

"Lqnar could've kept her at the capitol. She - " 

"Tico. She would've hated you forever if you did that" 


"Richie and Rick could handle it fine on their own" 


"Probably. But this way is better, and they needed her for this. Now stop fretting, or I'm gonna hafta drag you 


off somewhere and distract you." 

‘Oh bloody Hell." 

"What?" 

"| see Viv and Phil" 

There it was, a fair distance back from the regular troops. Nq'wupyn's ship. 


“Approach slowly. We need the element of surprise - he's bound to have good radar, so don't get ahead of 


yourselves. Stay behind me, wait for my word" 


An explosion sounded behind him, so close he could feel his ship tremble, and Richie rushed to turn his camera 


on. More explosions, and Richie felt all the blood rush to his feet. 


They'd been spotted, somehow. A cloaker must have malfunctioned, or someone overestimated the distance - it 


didn't matter. Something went wrong, and they were fucked. 

Richie took a deep breath, steeled himself, and with all guns blazing, his ship lurched forward. 
Directly into a blast from Nq‘wupyn's ship. 

"Jesus shit, | think that was Richie," David stammered out, clutching Tico's hand. 


"Shit. Joe, call Viv and Phil. Tell them to dip down by that big ship in the back, turn off the cloaker, and then 


come up here." 
"Are you bloody insane?" 


"Richie and that medic going after him are sitting ducks. We need to draw Nq'wupyr's attention Just fucking do 
it" 


Joe nodded and moved as quickly as they'd ever seen him. 
"We're almost - " 


"De-cloak and dip down towards the big ship. You don't have time to ask. Just dip, come back up, and we'll make 


ourselves visible. Do it now. Bye." 


"Fucking bastard shit can | get a fucking medic out there after Sambora right fucking now you stupid fucking 
qntevs? What the fuck is taking so long?" 


No answer from any of the medics. 
"I think they're all busy," came Rick's voice, sounding strained and far away. 


There was only one course of action she could think of, and after a quick check to make sure her shields were 


okay, Gyl piloted her ship directly into the center of the chaos. 

‘Its working, they're following Viv and Phil. 

"Thank fuck. Pull up a little and de-cloak" 

Joe nodded and did as he was told, Tico too wrapped around David to actually fly. 
"Someone's got Richie's ship,” David said quietly. 

"He'll be fine." 

"Nq'wupyn's firing at them." 

"Shit" 

"Not hitting, yet. They're dodging, and..they're out of range. Thank fuck." 

The ship shook a little - they were safely docked. 


And nearly squeezed to death by Joe and Sav, all four of them falling to the floor with the force of the group 
hug. 


Tico sighed. "I know you're happy and relieved and all that shit, but we don't have time for this." 
"Right, right," Joe said, wiggling out of the pile and straightening up. 


"Old sap," Viv grinned. "So what's the plan?" 


"have no blessed idea" 

"Well think fast, he's coming for us." 

Tico sighed and straightened up. "I know what to do. And none of you are gonna tell me not to, got it?" 
"Rick, I've got Richie's ship in tow. Get the fuck out here and cover for me." 


It was only a few seconds before he made it over, but with all the explosions around her it might as well have 
been an eternity. 


"Incoming call from - " 
"Dad?" 
"Gyl, take a look at Nq'wupyn's ship and tell me what he has for a gun" 


"Um." She pulled up the camera, fingers flying to get it focused quickly. "What do you want to know 
specifically?" 


"How much ammo before he has to reload?" 
"Fifteen rounds." 

"How many did he use on Richie?" 

"Three or four." 

Tico nodded and turned to Phil. "And on you?" 
"Uh. Eleven?" 

"Yeah, eleven 

"So he has one round left" 

"One or two, yeah. Why?" 

"Gyl, | love you." The screen went blank 


What the za? 


"Tico, what are you doing?" 


Tico pulled David close, sliding his arms around David's neck and pulling him into a deep kiss. The other three 


looked on with eyebrows arched. 

Tico kissed him forever but pulled back too soon, pressing one last quick kiss to his lips before pulling away. 
"Tico?" 

"Goodbye, David. Joe, when he's out of ammo, hook him with the tow line." 

"Tico, what - " 

One more kiss. "Goodbye." 

Something held David immobile as Tico walked back to where his ship was docked, as the sounds of the door 
sliding open and closed echoed through the corridors, as Tico's ship pulling away rocked the floor he was 


standing on. 


It was the sight of Tico's ship gliding in between Joe's and Nq'wupyr's that pushed him into action, but by then 


it was too late. 
"Oh my God, he's not - " 
"Do something, Joe! Stop him, for fuck's sake!" 


Nose pressed against the glass of the view screen, he watched in horror as first one shot, then another 


connected with the hull, and in an instant, Tico vanished in a ball of smoke and fire. 
And it was over. 
"Don't just sit there, Gyl, get him safe. | can only do so much." 


"Right, sorry." She shook her head a little, accelerating her ship to get Richie out of the line of fire as soon as 
possible. 


"What was that about?" 


"Huh? Oh. Dad wanted to know how much ammo the bastard had." 
"Huh. Why - holy shit.” 


They both froze in their tracks, knocked still by the sight of the massive explosion up where the others were 
waiting in the ship. 


"Oh my God" 


The smoke cleared, and both of them sucked in their breath at the same time. Nq‘wupyn's ship was being 


drawn towards Joe's. 

"Cease fire! Cease fire now They've got him!" 

And it was over. 

"Incoming call from Jon Bon Jovi." 

David had crumpled to the floor, expression completely vacant. 

"Shock," Viv said, shaking his head and threading his fingers with Phil's. "Poor guy." 
"Incoming call from Jon Bon Jovi." 


Sav crouched down next to David and rubbed his back gently as Joe sank into his seat, calling up the view 


screen. 


Jon was beaming. "We've got pictures, recordings, eyewitness reports - there's enough here to convict a nun. 


How's it going out there?" 

"Well, we have Nq'wupyn" 

"Excellent." 

"Uh. We saw Richie's ship go down, but we think a medic got to him in time. But," Joe sighed. "Jon, Tico's dead." 
Hearing the words brought David back to reality, and he wailed, curling up into himself. 

Jon sank into a chair. "Oh no." 


"He - we'll explain when we get back." 


Jon scrubbed his hands over his face. "At least it's over." 
"And thank God for that." 


And for the first time since the battle began, there was no sound to break the silence except David's soft 


cries. 


It was really and truly over. 


Thirteen 


Gyl finally managed to tow Richie's ship back to the surface of Charon, practically flying out of her own to 


assess the damage. 


The hull looked like a big brick of charcoal, but was otherwise unharmed. No holes or big dents or - the gun 
was gone. But that was it. 


Steeling herself for what she knew she might find inside, she let herself in, almost surprised the charred door 


opened so easily. 
"Hey there." 
Richie was pale. Really, really pale. Not really a good sign 


"Gyl, | need you to stay really fucking calm right now, okay? One of those shots took out my gun, and the 


ammo..fell." 

"Fell?" 

"Brace yourself" Richie shifted in his chair, and his right leg came into view. 

Roasted chicken. 

That was the first thing that came to Gyl's mind - roasted chicken. Almost the entire leg of his pants had 
burned away, and the skin underneath was dark red and purple and white and in some places black and there 
was blood. Jesus Christ. 

| need you to get me to a hospital. Right fucking now." 


"Holy shit, Richie." 


"Gyl, you can freak out later. Right now, you need to get me up and into your ship before this becomes an 
even bigger fucking problem." 


He was forcing his words out from gritted teeth, the tendons in his neck standing out a little. Trying not to 
pass out, probably. Holy shit. 


"Right, right. Sorry, | just.shit. Sorry." She crouched and helped him up, wrapping his arm around her waist. 


“All Neptunians this tall?" 


"Half. And yeah," she answered, and slowly walked him to her ship. 

"I think I'm gonna pass out now. Please don't let me hit the floor, okay?" 
He did. 

And she didn't. 


Rick wiggled his headset off, sighing and running his fingers through his hair. He needed a long, long nap. 
Possibly preceded by a stiff drink. He glanced out through his view screen - and saw what was left of the 
fleet hovering in their pre-battle places. 

He snorted. Gyl had really gotten it into their head about following orders. 


"Stand down. Head back to Charon, we're done here. Nicely done, all of you," he said, holding just the microphone 
of the headset to his mouth and switching the signal off as soon as the last word was out. 


‘Incoming call from Command Central." 
So much for his few minutes of peace and quiet. 


"Yeah?" 


"We need you to get up here and disable Nq'wupyn's gun so he can't reload and fire on us. We're too close to 


try and shoot it out." 
“Alright. On my way." 
"How's Richie?" 


"No idea. Gyl got his ship, so | suppose I'll know when she calls me. Oh, and what the Hell was that explosion up 
there?" 


Joe sighed. "Tico's ship." 
"Oh my God, Phil and - " 
"Aww, isn't that cute? He's worried about us." 


"Phil, shut up. As you can hear, they were fine. It - Tico was - " 


"Oh no." 

"Yeah." 

"Shit. Someone's gotta tell Gyl." 

"Let her worry about Richie, for now." 

"Right. Anyway, l'm just about there. I'll let you know when it's disabled” 


It was a solemn group that gathered in the hospital lobby, steeling themselves for what they might find in 
Richie's room. Gyl hadn't bothered updating anyone, and at the moment all they really knew was he hadn't died 
yet. 


They could hear Gyl as soon as they turned the corner and started down the corridor to Richie's room, her 


words getting clearer as they got close. 

"Richie, stop pinching - aah! Stop that, dammit." 

Rick snorted. "Oh God, he must be fine. You know, they were flirting through the whole fucking battle." 
They turned into the room just as Gyl smacked Richie's arm. 

If you don't stop with the pinching, l'm leaving." 

"You are not." 

"Am too. Hey, guys.” 

"Hi. How're you doing, Rich?" 


"My leg's fucked. They don't have to amputate, but apparently l'm always gonna have a pretty bad limp. 
They've got me nice and full of painkillers. You all better have brought me flowers and candy." 


"Nope. Just good news, and.some bad news," Jon said. 
"Oh?" 


"THe good is, we've got Nq'wupyn. He's being held in the military prison with a pretty heavy watch on him. 
Kelly's on the phone with MWU Headquarters right now, explaining what's going on and pushing for a trial." 


"Awesome. And the bad?" 

Jon sighed. "Gyl, sit down" 

"Why?" She blinked. "Wait. Where's my dad?" 

Richie arched an eyebrow, and Rick nodded. 

"Guys, where's my dad?" 

They all looked at each other, each one wishing someone else would say it first. 
"Mom? Where the fuck is he?" 


Lanar ducked her head. Gyl's eyes darted from person to person, her body tensing in the chair she'd pulled up 
next to Richie's bed. 


"Your dad - Tico - he.." Jon started, and faltered. 
"The explosion, the big one, it - that was his ship," Rick said. 


"But those two guys were flying his ship, not him. So where the zaj is he? Someone better tell me right 
fucking now." 


"He's gone, Gyl," David said, from the back of the group, voice hoarse and strained. "He's dead" 
Gyl's face turned gray, and for a minute they all thought she was going to be sick Richie swore and 


straightened up a little in the bed, wrapping his arm around her and drawing her close as the profane badass 
disappeared and she started to cry. 


Lqnar's house was really designed for two people to live in comfortably, and that turned out to be a good 
thing, as the chaos of finding everyone places to sleep - Lqnar refused to let them go sleep on the ship, and 
no one wanted to argue with a seven-foot-tall woman bent on hospitality - kept their minds off everything for 


a little while. 
Kelly arrived just as everyone got organized, and the whole thing started over again 


The hospital kept Richie overnight for observation, and Gyl had asked to stay with him, only moving from her 


place curled against his side when dcotors came to examine him. No one wanted to argue that. 


David ended up in Gyl's room, almost every surface full of frames containing pictures of her parents. Mostly 


Tico. 

"David?" Lanar knocked on the door frame and poked her head in. "Tea? Or ginsmere? | have both." 

David just shook his head, and Lqnar pushed inside, setting her tray down and sitting next to him on the bed. 
"Tico is - was ~- is -" she sighed. "I hate English. Was the sort of person you give up everything for. You know 


that, look where you are and where you would be had you never met him. We only dated a month, and | let 


him move me across the solar system, and | never looked back" 


Her voice was soft and musical, and it almost felt to David like she was wrapping him in a blanket when she 
spoke. It was a worn blanket, with rough spots where she stumbled over words, but those were usually the 


best kind. 


"And the wonderful thing about him is if you do that, if you give everything for him, he will give just as much 
back. And that had to be what he did today, David." 


"It was stupid." 


"Very few war deaths aren't. But he saw what he needed to do to save the ones he loved, and he did it. Maybe 
there were other options. But | know him, and you and | both know if he did not do what he felt needed to be 


done, and something happened to Gylcklon, or to you, he would never have been able to live with himself” 
"I'd just gotten back, though." David sighed and flopped back on the bed. "If | hadn't left, we - " 


"If you hadn't left, we would not know what we know about Nq'wupyn, and many more would have died today." 
Lqnar patted his knee. "It is hard, when the wound is this fresh, to think about the greater good. But | know 


you understand." 
David just nodded. Lqnar smiled and stood up. 


"Now, | am going to go finish playing good hostess. | would like to talk a little more, perhaps tomorrow. Tonight, 


get some sleep." 


"Yes, mom," David said, and was left with the musical sound of her laughter as she gathered her tray and left 


the room. 


"Galactic President Stevenson is sending a special force to transport Nq'wupyn back to Mars for trial," Kelly 
told them over breakfast. "He says we have plenty of evidence to make him stand trial, and chances are 


‘extremely good' he'll be convicted" 


"Excellent," Jon said. 

"We have to stand trial, too. You, me, and David" 

David blinked. "Wait. Why?" 

"We stole cargo, disobeyed direct orders, conspired against a government official, and incited a war." 
gut- 


"Don't worry, we won't get in any trouble. Kelly knew what Nq'wupyn wanted to do before we acted on 
anything, and she did nothing wrong to get that information," Jon said. 


David sighed and nodded. "| wasn't planning on going back." 
"You - really?" 
"| wanna stay here. Here-Charon, not here-Lqnar's." 


"And you can. These are important trials, they'll happen quickly, and then you can come right back," Kelly told 


him. 

Jon just leaned forward in his chair, hugging David tight. 

"You will be careful, right?" 

"Of course we will, love," Joe assured her, pulling her into a hug. "Regulation speeds, no wars, all that." 
David poked his head out of the ship. "Are we ready?" 

"Waiting on Richie," Rick said. 

As if on cue, Richie hobbled out of the house, leaning heavily on a crutch, Gyl right beside him. 

‘Im coming back after | testify at the trials. | think | need to stay in one place for a little bit" 

"You better, or I'll hunt you down," she replied. 

Richie kissed her on the cheek, pinched her ass, and let Joe and Rick help him into the ship. 


"Well, then, | guess we're off," Rick said, and pulled Lqnar into a hug. "Thank you for everything.’ 


"Thank you for everything.” 


Rick grinned and climbed into the ship, and the men and women who had saved an entire race vanished into the 


stars. 


Epilogue 


Author's Notes: 
Holy shit, it\'s done. 


One Earth Year Later 


When David opened his eyes, the room was still dark. He burrowed against the warm body next to him, planning 
on going right back to sleep, but it was a fruitless effort. 


He wiggled out of bed carefully, slipping his shoes on and pressing a soft kiss to Sav's cheek before stepping 
outside. 


There was a calendar hanging just inside the door, and the date caught his eye and sent a little shiver running 
through him. He settled onto the porch swing, making a mental note to visit Tico's grave later that day. 


David had a feeling he was the only one who visited it other than Gyl and Lqnar. There was, after all, a statue 
of the hero outside the Capitol where people could direct their flowers and sentiments. David hated it - they'd 
sculpted him a foot taller, taken plenty of liberties with that tummy paunch he had, and utterly failed to 


capture the passion of those warm brown eyes. 
He looked suitably heroic, David supposed, but nothing like the Tico he had fallen for. 


Not much had changed, in a year. Nq'wupyn was probably still a bastard, but he was a dead bastard - 


committed suicide in the isolated jail cell on a lonely asteroid he'd been condemned to. 


Jon had gotten his promotion to Galactic Vice President, and married Kelly in a rush between the trial that 
cleared their names and the news of the promotion. It was a new job, after all, and if they were married when 


he took it the rule about office romance didn't apply. Surprisingly, it had lasted. 


They were coming to visit today. So were Richie and Gyl, taking a day off from touring the galaxy instructing 
anyone who wanted how to form a usable military at short notice. The government had wanted to hire them, 
but they'd refused - they wanted to be able to teach the meek old man in the heart of suburban Neptune 
the basics as much as the official Neptunian military. Their visit would be entertaining, to say the least. A 
week ago, Richie proposed, and Gyl had still been laughing in the background when they called to say they'd be 


coming. 


The men from the XIT had said they'd try to make it, Sav aching to see the men who were practically his 
brothers again but refusing to leave David alone so close to such a trying anniversary. He was sweet, and he 


made David so happy he could hardly stand it. 


He missed Tico with an intensity that scared him sometimes, but Lqnar had been right - the farther he came, 
the easier it was for him to see why Tico had to do it. The sake of the greater good was some small comfort 


to him when it got nearly unbearable. 
"David?" 


Sav's voice was thick with sleep, and the mental image of him blinking, with rumpled hair and that bewildered 
look he always got first thing in the morning brought a smile to David's lips. 


‘lm outside," he called, and settled into the porch swing to enjoy the peace as long as he could before the 


chaos of their friends surrounded them. 


